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The major portion of this Lent 2001 issue of The Cresset is devoted to the theme of "Forming 
Youth." The lead essays-by Marcia Bunge, Roland Martinson, and Robert Benne, as well as the 
responses by Karen Westbrooks and David Simpson-were presented and discussed at Valparaiso 
University's 75th Lutheran anniversary conference last fall that also included essays on bio-ethics by 
leading theologians and medical scientists. With the support of Wheat Ridge Ministries and VU, the 
entire conference, including the discussion among essayists, respondents, and participants, will 
soon be made available in a highly flexible DVD format for use by seminaries, congregations, study 
groups, colleges, social service and medical agencies, as well as interested individuals. We are pleased 
that The Cresset can present here these learned and provocative essays on the topic of young people 
today-a subject whose importance and urgency hardly needs stating. 
The subtitle of the "forming youth" discussion was "after Littleton," referring to the serious 
jolt administered to American culture and its young people by the killings at Columbine High School 
and their aftermath. While these essays cover wide ground, the Columbine incident certainly repre-
sented some kind of watershed in popular middle class awareness of the serious social dangers 
facing even affluent young people today. But it takes no extensive reflection to recognize that such 
episodes represent something like the canary in the mine shaft-indicating even more widespread 
but largely invisible dangers to the physical, moral, and spiritual well being of many of America's 
children. As in many other areas, the contemporary United States is in effect conducting a massive 
experiment in new ways of living and raising its youth with few precedents in human history-and 
evidently many of the preliminary test results are not promising for the subjects. 
The physical dangers involve not only the usual suspects of drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, automo-
bile accidents, guns, and so on, but the stark, silent forces of poverty that stunt children's lives, dis-
tort family relations, and push many teenagers to violent rebellion or sullen despair, especially in 
minority or rural white communities. Marcia Bunge's essay, including her first footnote, cites some 
of the harsh statistics on childhood poverty compiled from census figures, and the numbers are 
shocking. Nearly one in five American children live in conditions where elemental well-being is 
threatened-and as Michael Harrington noted long ago, being poor in affluent America often 
involves an isolation and harshness almost worse than in lands where deprivation is a shared condi-
tion. As much as ever, this poverty needs to be addressed, yet it appears almost invisible on the con-
temporary cultural-political radar screen. 
The moral dangers to America's youth are different and far more controverted, but every bit as 
severe in their own way. Far too many young people, in inner cities, suburbs, and rural areas alike 
are growing up without the kind of sustained attention that forms the foundation for lifelong char-
acter and citizenship. Mass culture, mass advertising, peer pressure to fit in, adult pressure to suc-
ceed-all these shout so loud in children's ears that quieter voices are easily drowned out. Neither 
Aristotle, St. Thomas, nor Luther would be surprised at the inevitable results, not only in overt anti-
social acts but in the less visible but pervasive vices of narcissism and self-absorption we see all 
around us. Too often the debate over "moral education" turns into divisive shouting matches over 
particular controversial issues, while the deeper questions of how to nurture the classical moral 
virtues, including justice, go neglected. 
And what about the spiritual dangers? What about faith? More specifically, what about young 
people's relations with the Church? A question repeatedly asked at the VU conference was not 
only "will our children have faith?" but "will our faith have children?" Every generation of Chris-
tians has probably wrestled with the questions of how to hand on their ancient tradition in new 
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times, but the challenges we face today nevertheless seem extraordinarily daunting. Yet the 
thoughtful perspectives of these essayists and others suggest that some genuinely fresh thinking is 
beginning to occur in this newborn century and millennium. Particularly stimulating is one thread 
that runs through these essays, with roots in the New Testament, of finding ways to learn from 
young people as well as teach them. Such perspectives need not, as some contemporary commen-
tators do, sentimentalize children or enable them to avoid responsibility by casting themselves as 
social victims: plenty of young people become adept at evoking such sentiments without adult 
help. Rather, the call here, as I read it, is to find ways to listen and speak frankly without the kinds 
of age-bound social segregation that, as Roland Martinson notes, may actually be a curious product 
of a passing Western industrial era. 
Nowhere is this perhaps more true than in the realm of faith, where the religious hungers of 
youth, though often well disguised, are plainly evident to those who look. As David Simpson astutely 
noted in the conference discussion, even the most vicious street gangs pay a deep tribute to religion, 
for they almost always come up with the symbols, slogans, and rites that indicate profound needs 
that transcend the material. Faiths and churches that recognize this dynamic will thrive, and those 
that do not will perish. 
I have been regularly struck, in reading hundreds of college student application essays, how 
powerful today the experiences of doing volunteer service in poor U.S. neighborhoods or, espe-
cially, in Mexico or the Caribbean has become for hundreds of young middle class Christians today. 
And they almost invariably say that, while they intended to give something to those in need, they 
discovered that they received far more in return. Social action cannot substitute for faith, but vital 
faith generates effective moral and social engagement and is nourished by it in return. I predict that 
the next generation of Christian leadership will be those forged in these kinds of experiences, and 
that relations with Third World Christianity and Latin America in particular will shape the religious 
future of American Christianity. 
If the essays and responses by these Cresset writers have a distinct contribution to make, it may 
be in encouraging an end to the kind of polarization that afflicted different church's approaches to 
youth issues. On the one hand, mainstream or relatively "liberal" churches (the terms are of course 
imprecise) have tended to speak out on political and social issues affecting young people, and to 
take cues from the larger society, but to spend relatively little time and energy cultivating distinctive 
Christian faith and practices among the young people of the Church, or to pass on any very robust 
version of Christian community. On the other hand, conservative and evangelical churches have 
frequently developed strong patterns of community and nurture for their own Christian youth, but 
at the price of a certain isolation and "fortress building" that approaches the existing wider culture 
as all threat and little opportunity. 
Perhaps it is time, we suggest, for each of these approaches to learn from the other, without 
abandoning their respective strengths. The healthy debate exemplified here by the exchange 
between Robert Benne and David Simpson over whether to "turn off the TV" will be most produc-
tive if Christians realize that they need both to drink deeply from their own wells and to learn from 
and engage with the wider culture. Interior Christian nurture and external engagement with the 
world are, properly understood, the systolic and diastolic action of the life of faith. They are both 
necessary to healthy Christian life. While serious Christians will disagree about which deserves 
greater emphasis in a particular context, they are both necessary if we are to nurture the next gener-
ations of faithful Christians and make them intelligent and effective servants of a wider world-
including the world of youth. 
As this Cresset issue goes to press, there is news of more school shootings in San Diego and 
elsewhere. Before long, these particular events, including Columbine, will likely fade from the 
headlines and memories. But those who care about young people, including Christian leaders and 
thinkers, cannot shrink from the work of eliminating the poison gases that produce such tragedies 
and enabling us all to breathe cleaner air. f 
Mel Piehl, Guest Editor 
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Nurturing the Moral and Spiritual 
Lives of Children: 
resources from the christian tradition 
Marcia Bunge 
In this article and the one that follows it, the authors have provided a wealth of references for those who 
wish to explore further the vital topic of youth formation and the Church. Thus, although it departs 
from usual Cresset policy, we have included full notes with these articles. 
-The Editor 
wthe< Ot not we have chi!dten of Out own, we ate concetned about the moral and 
spiritual formation of children in our midst and in our wider culture. Are they being raised with 
love and affection? Are they receiving a good education? Are they exposed to good role models? 
Will they have a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives? Will they be good citizens who con-
tribute in positive ways to society? Certainly our concern for children and their formation has been 
heightened not only by the tragedy at Littleton but also by a myriad of other serious problems many 
children in our country are facing today, such as inadequate child-care and educational opportuni-
ties, teenage pregnancy, violence in the media, juvenile crime, teenage depression and suicide, child 
neglect and abuse, and poverty.! Of course, the precise severity of these problems and solutions to 
them are highly debated. Nevertheless, they have prompted growing public concern, across conser-
vative and liberal lines, for children and the tremendous challenges they face. 
Although many within the church share these concerns for children, until very recently issues 
related to children have tended to be marginal in almost every area of contemporary theology. For 
example, even though the church has highly developed teachings on other issues, such as abortion, 
sexuality, economic justice, or moral conduct in war, theologians have not offered sustained reflec-
tion on the nature of children or on the obligations of parents, the state, and the church to the nur-
turing of children.2 Furthermore, children do not play a role in the way systematic theologians 
think about central theological themes, such as the human condition, the nature of faith, language 
about God, the task of the church, or the nature of religion. Since reflection on children is not con-
sidered an area of legitimate theological inquiry, many theologians implicitly treat the subjects of 
religious education and the moral and spiritual formation of children as beneath the job of the 
serious theologian. Thus, attention to children is left solely to pastoral theologians and religious 
educators. Although many of them have written excellent texts and programs for children, religious 
educational materials are often theologically weak and even uninteresting to children. Furthermore, 
even if churches find good materials, many of them have difficulty recruiting and retaining enough 
qualified teachers for these programs. 
Certainly, issues regarding children and their formation have sometimes been addressed in the-
ological reflection on the family and on parenting. In general, however, there is a lack of well-devel-
oped theological reflection on parenting within the church. Although the Roman Catholic Church 
upholds the importance of the vocation of parenting and supports programs for families, Catholic 
Church teaching on parenting, as Todd Whitmore points out, for the most part simply admonishes 
the parents to educate their children in the faith and children to obey their parents.3 Mainline 
Protestant churches have worked hard to offer positive experiences for children in worship and 
have opened many daycare centers in their churches; however, they have paid less attention to artic-
ulating a sound ethic of the family or parenting. In part, they have allowed the religious right to 
take over the issue of family values, and thus many of them, as several scholars have observed, have 
been either relatively silent about the family or have articulated a vague ethic of the family that 
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stresses little more than love and care for family members and tolerance of all types of families.4 In 
contrast, evangelical and conservative Protestant churches have addressed issues of parenting, have 
been more vocal in nationwide debates about familial issues, and have established practical pro-
grams to address the needs of children and their families. However, their theological reflection on 
parenting often overemphasizes a narrow selection of biblical passages and focuses mainly on the 
sinfulness of children, their need for obedience and instruction, and the protection of the rights of 
parents to raise children without governmental intrusion. Thus, these churches do not always ade-
quately address the spiritual questions of children themselves, the gospel sayings regarding children 
and what they might teach adults, and the responsibilities of parents, the church, and the state to 
protect and support children. Furthermore, although these churches certainly do not condone the 
physical abuse, some of them either continue to justify the physical punishment of children-despite 
medical studies that cite its dangers-or they do not explicitly reject it. 
Several recent studies, however, are beginning to enrich theological reflection on children and 
our responsibilities toward them, and more churches across denominational lines are beginning to 
offer creative programs that nurture their moral and spiritual lives. For example, several ethicists 
and pastoral theologians, especially through Don Browning's Religion, Culture, and Family Project, 
have generated a number of new studies that focus directly on the role of the family in shaping the 
lives of children.S Pastoral theologians such as Herbert Anderson and Susan Johnson, for example, 
are also focusing more attention directly on the Church's attitudes toward and treatment of chil-
dren.6 They are also exploring more fully the faith formation of children, and developing more the-
ologically sound religious education materials.? Dorothy Bass's Valparaiso Project on the Education 
and Formation of People in Faith has focused on ways that particular religious practices shape faith 
and give depth and meaning to everyday life, emphasizing the importance of such practices for 
young people.s Institutions such as the Search Institute, the Youth and Family Institute at Augsburg 
College, the Children's Defense Fund, and several national church offices, have also developed 
valuable programs that help parents and the church shape the spiritual and moral lives of children.9 
In the area of the history of Christianity, the number of studies devoted to theological views of the 
family and of children has also been increasing. to I also recently directed a project, entitled The 
Child in Christian Thought, that brought together seventeen scholars who explored past theolog-
ical perspectives on children and our obligations to them, and we discovered several resources 
within the tradition that can help us strengthen ethical and theological reflection on children 
today.ll 
Thus, there is a growing number of resources at hand for helping those within the church to 
nurture the moral and spiritual lives of children and to address their needs. Churches can help chil-
dren and are already doing so, especially in the following ways: strengthening religious educational 
materials and programs; creating programs that support parents; helping children participate more 
fully in worship; creating child care and after school programs; attending to the needs of poor chil-
dren within the community; supporting local and federal legislation that addresses the needs of chil-
dren and families; and strengthening theological reflection on children and the obligations of par-
ents, the church, the community, and state to nurturing them. 
Certainly, among the many ways the church can address the needs of children today, one of the 
most important is by supporting parents in their role as the primary agents of a child's moral and 
spiritual formation. Several studies and common sense tells us that supporting parents is especially 
important because the family has the most potential of any institution for shaping the spiritual and 
moral lives of children.12 However, for many reasons, parents today can easily lose sight of the 
importance of their role in the formation of their children and neglect to take this task seriously. 
Even within the church, studies have shown that most parents mistakenly believe that church leaders 
and teachers, not the parents, are primarily responsible for the faith formation of children. Congre-
gational leaders themselves have erred in allowing the focus of faith development to shift away 
from the family and to become centered in the congregation instead of in the family. For these rea-
sons, and because of many other factors (such as tight working schedules and the excessive amount 
of time we devote to watching TV), 13 few parents today speak with their children about moral and 
spiritual matters or integrate practices into their everyday lives that nurture faith.14 Furthermore, in 
our contemporary context it is often difficult to uphold the seriousness of parenting when profes-
sional careers tend to take priority over all other commitments. In addition, the media and popular 
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culture bombard us with images of parents as unimportant, inept, or neglectfuJ.15 Renewed atten-
tion to parenting within the church would remind parents of their important role as the primary 
agents of a child's moral and spiritual formation, and it would encourage parents to take up this 
role more seriously and urgently. 
The remainder of this brief paper will suggest three specific ways that the church can support 
parents in their role as the primary agents of the spiritual and moral formation of children, and it 
will highlight some of the resources within the Christian tradition for helping parents and all those 
within the church to nurture the children in our midst. 
supporting the role of parents as primary agents 
t. theological vision from the past 
The church can help parents by providing a strong theological vision of the vocation of par-
enting that emphasizes the seriousness of this calling. The church needs to enrich and deepen its lan-
guage of parenting by providing a biblically and theologically informed understanding of the central 
tasks and responsibilities of parenting that relates both the everyday realities and the profound expe-
riences of parenthood to central themes of the Christian faith. Although most ecclesiastical tradi-
tions lift up the vocation of parenting, and although parents themselves recognize that raising chil-
dren is a deeply spiritual endeavor, in general theologians have devoted more attention to discussing 
the nature and purpose of the celibate life. Again, much of the current theological literature on par-
enting does little beyond admonishing parents to teach their children the faith and emphasizing a 
child's obedience. Certainly, there are many excellent and valuable books about parenting by psy-
chologists, but they rarely explore its moral and religious dimensions. Several recent books about 
the spirituality of parenting attempt to fill this gap, yet most of them do not incorporate themes 
from the Christian tradition. Providing a sound Christian theological vision of the vocation of par-
enting would encourage parents within the church to take up this calling more seriously and would 
provide them with new language for articulating the depth of their experience as parents. 
To provide this theological vision, the church can enrich its language of parenting by mining 
some of the insights from past theologians who have reflected on the subject. Although many the-
ologians in the past, like those today, neglected the vocation of parenting, several spoke about the 
goals and duties of parenting in powerful terms that highlighted the seriousness and depth of this 
task. For example, John Chrysostom, an important figure in the early church and for Eastern 
Orthodox communities of faith today, discusses in detail the goals of parenting and describes them 
in rich theological and metaphorical terms.16 He speaks of parents as artists who paint pictures or 
build statues with great precision, for they are helping to restore the image of God in their offspring 
and thereby forming them into wondrous statues for God. He also likens the task of parents to 
Christ's action for all of humanity. Just as Christ is the teacher for all of humankind, parents are to 
be teachers of their children. He also speaks of the family as a little church or sacred community. 
Furthermore, he outlines in detail the obligations of parents toward children, such as reading them 
the Bible, praying with them, and being good examples. He ranks the neglect of children among the 
greatest evils and injustices, and he makes the striking claim that the salvation of parents is depen-
dent on the virtue of their children.17 Martin Luther also reflected deeply on the central tasks and 
responsibilities of parenting, and he underscores its importance by saying that parents are apostles, 
bishops, and priests to their children.lB Most certainly father and mother are apostles, bishops, and 
priests to their children, for it is they who make them acquainted with the gospel. In short, there is 
no greater or nobler authority on earth than that of parents over their children, for this authority is 
both spiritual and temporaJ.19 Although Luther knows that parenting can be a difficult task and is 
often considered an insignificant and even distasteful job, he believes it is a serious and divine calling 
adorned with divine approval as with the costliest gold and jewels.2o In one often-quoted passage, 
he says the following: 
Now you tell me, when a father goes ahead and washes diapers or performs some other mean task 
for his child, and someone ridicules him as an effeminate fool though that father is acting in the spirit 
just described and in Christian faith, my dear fellow you tell me, which of the two is most keenly 
ridiculing the other? God, with all his angels and creatures, is smiling not because that father is 
washing diapers, but because he is doing so in Christian faith. Those who sneer at him and see only 
the task but not the faith are ridiculing God with all his creatures, as the biggest fool on earth. 
Indeed, they are only ridiculing themselves; with all their cleverness they are nothing but devil's 
fools.21 
According to Luther, as priests and bishops to their children, parents have a twofold task: to 
nurture the faith of their children and to help them develop their gifts to serve others. He believes 
that parents nurture faith in their children mainly by exposing them to the gospel. They can do this 
in a number of ways, including baptizing their children, participating with them in corporate wor-
ship and communion, reading the Bible with them, praying with them, and teaching them about the 
faith. Although he clearly emphasizes the importance of corporate worship, he believes that the 
most fitting setting for religious education is the home, and he intends his catechism to be used by 
parents to help them nurture faith in their children. Luther claims that parents can best prepare 
children for service to others by providing them with a good education. He believes a strong liberal 
arts program will help children develop their God-given gifts and talents, enabling them to serve 
both church and society.22 In contrast to many in his time, Luther advocates education for all chil-
dren (including girls and the poor). Amidst his recommendations for parenting, Luther emphasizes 
that faith comes through God's grace and God's activity, and he was not as certain as some theolo-
gians before or after him that a proper upbringing results in faith. Nevertheless, by providing very 
specific guidelines about the goals and tasks of parenting, he paradoxically believes that nurturing 
faith in children is an urgent task and that faith results largely from the diligent work of parents.23 
Like Chrysostom, Horace Bushnell, a leading Congregationalist pastor and scholar of the nine-
teenth century, also speaks of the family as a little church.24 Although he sees the important role of 
the church in the faith development of children, he believes that the primary agent of grace is the 
family, not the church. Religion never thoroughly penetrates life, he said, until it becomes 
domestic.25 His popular book, Christian Nurture, envisions spiritual formation as a natural process 
that takes place not merely by reading the Bible and teaching children aspects of the faith but rather 
through everyday practices and routines and the examples of adults. Thus, he stresses the heroic 
importance of small things and claims that it requires less piety "to be a martyr for Christ" than it 
does to maintain a perfect and guileless integrity in the common transactions of life.26 He also 
encourages parents to interweave lessons about the faith with play and a variety of fun activities.27 
Critically retrieving these and other ways of speaking about the divine calling and spiritual 
depth of parenting is one step toward articulating a strong theological understanding of parenting 
for today that would remind parents of the significance of their role and function. 
ii. specific practices of faith formation 
The church can support parents by suggesting specific practices that nurture the moral and 
spiritual lives of their children. Although many parents are eager to do more in their own homes to 
foster their children's faith and service to others, they are often at a loss as to how to begin. Two of 
the institutions that have emphasized the crucial role of parents in the moral and spiritual develop-
ment of children, and have provided parents with specific and well-researched suggestions for car-
rying out this task, are the Search Institute and Youth and Family Institute at Augsburg College. 
Martin Strommen, founder of the Search Institute, and Richard Hardel, current director of the 
Youth and Family Institute, make four specific suggestions for helping parents to nurture the moral 
and spiritual life of children.28 First, parents should be gospel-oriented. For Strommen and Hardel 
this means that parents should be believers themselves and should strive to live out the Christian 
faith in their everyday lives. Second, parents need to communicate their moral values in a climate of 
love, genuine caring, and congeniality in the home. Third, parents should participate with their 
children in service activities. They should find ways to work as a family to serve others. This can be 
done in formal or informal ways, such as helping in a soup kitchen or participating in a Habitat for 
Humanity project. The value of this kind of mutual service was underscored in a survey that found 
that involvement in service proved to be a better predictor of faith maturity than participation in 
Sunday School, Bible study, or worship services.29 Finally, parents should share faith in the home by 
speaking frequently with children about faith and other important issues in their lives; by partici-
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pating in devotions with their children (reading the Bible and praying); and by creating rituals and 
traditions (daily, weekly, annually) that communicate or reflect aspects of their faith. All of these 
practices have been shown to increase greatly the probability that youth will participate in activities 
of the church, be intentional about their faith, and later in their lives participate in service activities. 
Such practices require time, and we are all aware of the many obstacles that prevent parents 
from spending enough time with their children. Parents are tired, and many of them are working 
longer hours for less pay. Many of them do not have flexibility in their jobs to attend to their chil-
dren's needs, and they no longer live close to relatives who can help them raise their children. Par-
ents also do not receive the kind of tax breaks, health care benefits, or other forms of governmental 
support that are common in other industrialized countries. Many children live with single parents 
who often take on two jobs to support the family. Even two-parent homes often have complex 
schedules that do not allow the family to eat meals together. Although the church cannot possibly 
address all of these obstacles, by providing some guidelines for practices that nurture faith, by 
encouraging parents to take up these practices in the home, and by integrating more family activi-
ties into congregational life, the church can assist parents in discovering creative ways to carve out 
more time to be with their children. 
iii. more careful attention to divorce and its effects 
The church can support parents by taking seriously contemporary sociological studies on the 
effects of divorce on children, providing a strong ethic of the family, and doing more to support all 
families. A growing number of studies by sociologists have documented that, in general, the best set-
ting for the development of children, based on several measures of child well-being, is in an intact 
two-parent family.30 Certainly, all of these studies emphasize that high-conflict or abusive marriages 
are detrimental to the well-being of children and that divorce in these cases is beneficial to children. 
However, these studies also show that approximately two-thirds of divorces do not fit this descrip-
tion. High rates of divorce affect children in many ways. They contribute significantly to higher 
levels of child poverty. Children in single-parent homes and even in stepfamilies tend to do worse 
academically, have higher levels of learning disabilities, and are more likely to have emotional and 
behavioral problems than children in intact two-parent families. Children in single-parent homes 
are also two-and-a-half times more likely to become teenage mothers and twice as likely to drop out 
of schooJ.31 Furthermore, 75 percent of teenagers who commit suicide and 70 percent of juveniles 
in state reform institutions come from single parent families.32 Despite this mounting evidence, 
mainline Protestant churches have been particularly reluctant to emphasize the importance of the 
two-parent family or to provide a strong ethic of the family, in part because debates about family 
values have been dominated by conservative churches. Don Browning has done much to encourage 
mainline Protestant churches to address issues of parenting and marriage. His recent book, co-
authored with several other theologians, aims to articulate a vision of the family that upholds an 
ideal of the two parent family while, at the same time, emphasizing the need to offer tangible sup-
port to all families.33 In this sense, the book appreciates the efforts of many evangelical and conser-
vative churches that have managed to uphold a normative model of the two-parent family while 
offering concrete and highly effective programs for single-parent families and stepfamilies.34 How-
ever, in contrast to these churches, which sometimes emphasize headship within marriage and male 
authority, Browning and his colleagues believe that a vision of the family more in line with the mes-
sage of Jesus and early Christianity emphasizes gender equity and mutual love and sacrifice. 
The church, particularly mainline Protestant churches, can help parents by educating them 
about the social scientific research regarding the effects of high-conflict marriages and of divorce on 
children. As it upholds the importance of two-parent families for children, it should also seek to 
provide programs that better prepare couples for marriage, that nourish two-parent families, and 
that address the needs of single-parent families, stepfamilies, and couples in the process of divorce. 
Mainline Protestant churches have certainly not ignored the needs of children in their midst and in 
this country. They have spoken out on the issues of child poverty and gun violence against children. 
As W. Bradford Wilcox has discovered, they also offer more opportunities for children's worship 
and create more daycare centers than conservative Protestant churches.35 Nevertheless, without 
doing more to support marriages and to address the needs of all parents, they are ignoring a central 
way to address the needs of children and to foster their moral and spiritual development. 
our common task in nurturing children 
Although my remarks have focused on the role of parenting, raising children is clearly an impor-
tant and complex task that requires a cooperative effort between the home, the church, the school, 
the community, and the state. All those within the church, whether or not they have children of their 
own, need to work diligently on many levels and in many ways to protect and nurture children. 
Of course, there are many obstacles to taking up the cause of children, attending to their needs, 
and making their development and well-being a priority. It is not only parents who are tired and 
who struggle to balance competing demands and responsibilities. Many pastors, teachers, and com-
munity leaders are also overworked and cannot possibly address all of the needs of children in their 
care. Furthermore, we live in a culture that highly values individualism and self-fulfillment, under-
mining the importance of parental and civic responsibilities. Another deep-seated obstacle both 
within the church and the wider culture is that we often hold negative attitudes toward children. 
Although we live in an apparently child-centered culture, several studies have argued that our dom-
inant attitude toward them is one of indifference and even contempt, as our treatment of poor chil-
dren indicates.36 Other scholars have found that our attitude toward children is shaped primarily by 
the logic of capitalism, and thus we view children not as beings with intrinsic worth but rather pri-
marily as commodities, consumers, or economic burdens.37 Within Western theological and philo-
sophical traditions that have shaped many of these attitudes, we find that children are often depicted 
merely as irrational creatures and as less than human. Furthermore, both within the church and the 
wider culture, we tend to hold oversimplified notions of children. Articles about children in pop-
ular magazines tend to depict infants and young children as pure and innocent beings whom we 
adore, and teenagers as hidden and dark creatures whom we must fear. Theologians tend to empha-
size that children are either gifts of God and bearers of divine revelation or sinful creatures in need 
of discipline. 
Perhaps one way the church can begin to change some of these negative attitudes and oversim-
plified conceptions of children is by providing a more sophisticated and complex conception of 
children that incorporates the radical sayings of Jesus. Although it is important to explore the sinful 
tendencies of children and their duties and responsibilities toward adults, it is equally important to 
remember that the biblical tradition also speaks of children as gifts of God, signs of God's blessing, 
and sources of joy. In the gospels, children are depicted in even more striking and radical ways.38 At 
a time in which children occupied a low position in society, Jesus receives children, blesses them, 
touches them, and heals them, and he is indignant toward those who have contempt for them. Jesus 
identifies with a child and equates welcoming a little child in his name to welcoming himself and the 
one who sent him. Furthermore, he depicts children as models for adults of entering the reign of 
God, as models of greatness in this reign, and even as vehicles of divine revelation. 
Although theologians within the tradition have not always incorporated these radical sayings 
of Jesus into their theology, those who have done so often provide compelling and complex per-
spectives on children and childhood. For example, by paying attention to the sayings of Jesus, Karl 
Rahner, a twentieth-century Catholic theologian, came to regard children not only as fully human 
creatures who are worthy of dignity and respect but also as models for adults.39 In contrast to those 
today and in the past who claim children are only beings on the way toward humanity, Rahner 
asserts that children have value and dignity in their own right and are fully human from the begin-
ning. As a child's history unfolds, he or she realizes what he or she already is. This view of children 
implies that we are to respect them and have reverence for them from the start and that they are a 
sacred trust to be nurtured and protected at every stage of their existence. Rahner also recognizes 
that Jesus uses children as examples of entering the reign of God. For Rahner, they are examples 
because they lack false ambition and artificiality, they do not seek honors or fame, and they are 
guileless and serene. Thus, childhood for Rahner is not only one stage of existence but also a spiri-
tually mature state which is required to enter the reign of God and in which one has an attitude of 
infinite openness and wonder. 
Perhaps by critically examining perceptions of and attitudes toward children, both within con-
temporary culture and within the Christian tradition, and by exploring more fully the gospel say-
ings of Jesus and the work of theologians, such as Rahner, who have incorporated these sayings, the 
church can move beyond some of the obstacles in the church and in society to treating all children 
with more care and compassion. Affirming the full humanity of children and recognizing that care 
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of children lies at the heart of the Christian message and of the Christian life could help prompt 
parents and all those within the church to do more to address the challenges of children today; to 
support legislation that helps families and children; to treat all children with more respect and dig-
nity; to pay more attention to their spiritual and moral formation; to explore the gifts they offer to 
families and communities; and to take up our responsibilities toward them with renewed passion. f 
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WHAT REMAINS 
It is raining, a perfect rain 
for growing things, 
its lips soft as blessing. 
The birds have not stopped 
their singing. 
They know something about rain 
we have forgotten. 
Grass knows the rain. 
How intimate they are! 
What a great absence of walls 
between them! 
It arches its back 
beneath watery fingers, 
enters the private chambers 
where it casts off 
winter's drab cloak, 
slips inside its new green gown. 
We are too tall 
to hear grass giggle. 
There was a child, once, 
begging her mother 
to let her play 
in the rain. 
Her ten naked toes 
knew the rain. 
Behind glass windows, 
I watch rain's passion, 
amazed at its generous hand. 
A train whistles in the distance. 
Someone is traveling somewhere 
These three remain: 
that little girl, the grass, the rain. 
Sherry Elmer 
Forming Life, Forming Youth 
Roland D. Martinson 
w le thm is often discussion as to who constitutes Am«ican youth, there is general 
agreement that as society has become more complex, this life stage has gradually expanded to 
include persons ages ten through thirty. Contemporary persons in this twenty-year period of the life 
cycle include those from two distinct generations sometimes referred to as Generation X or Busters 
(born 1961/64-1981 )1 and Generation Y or Millennials (born 1980/82-2004).2 Thus defined, 
American youth include older children, adolescents, and younger adults. These generations are at 
the same time very different and yet share much in common. Michael Mosely describes this tension: 
The great divide between generations is not as clear as it once was. The great social 
markers of the past don't exist for this current generation of youth to use as a point of 
embarkation from which to launch themselves on their journey to be different. With any 
generational shift there comes a blurring of the characteristics that identify each particular 
generation. In 2000, the entire teen cohort is in a state of transition between Generations 
X andY. There are clearly differences between the younger end of our country's popula-
tion (Gen Y) and their immediate predecessors (Gen X). Beyond all the previously clear 
differences, there are also similarities that exist today more than ever beforeP 
If one is to participate intentionally in the formation of these two generations, it is important to 
take their requisite unique and shared characteristics seriously, as their traits call for tailoring both 
some differing and some common responses. 
generation x: busters 
There are approximately 79.4 million Generation Xers. Most worked long hours in high school 
and are doing much the same as they work their way through college. They are well educated and 
well traveled. Yet many are skeptical about career, family, and their future. Only 21 percent rate 
their future as very good (Roper). Even though they have been dubbed slackers, many are positive 
about their work. 
They grew up experiencing a general lack of stability, accustomed to chaos and change. There 
are high rates of divorce in their families of origin, and great numbers of them virtually raised them-
selves. After three years of listening to middle and high school students of the early 90s, Patricia 
Hersch gives voice to eight young men and women in her provocative work, A Tribe Apart. In the 
introduction of the book she articulates their isolation: 
A clear picture of adolescents, of even our own children, eludes us not necessarily because 
they are rebelling, or avoiding or evading us. It is because we aren't there. Not just par-
ents, but any adults. American society has left its children behind as the cost of progress in 
the workplace. This isn't about working parents, right or wrong, but an issue for society to 







geometries of a 
new kind of 
X andY. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------. 
The most stunning change for adolescents today is their aloneness. Adolescents of the '90s and 'OOs 
are more isolated and more unsupervised than other generations. It used to be that kids sneaked 
time away from adults. The proverbial kisses stolen in the back seat of a car, or the forbidden ciga-
rette smoked behind the garage, bestowed a grown-up thrill of getting away with the forbidden. 
The real excitement was in not getting caught by a watchful (or nosy) neighbor who would immedi-
ately call Mom. Today Mom is at work, neighbors are often strangers, and relatives live in distant 
places. This changes everything. It changes access to a bed, a liquor cabinet, a car. The kids have all 
the responsibility for making decisions, often in a void, or they create an ersatz family with their 
buddies and let them decide. These days youngsters can easily do more good or bad without other 
people knowing about it than has ever been possible before.4 
This generation is searching for welcoming communities of hospitality, openness, acceptance, 
trusting relationships, and experiences of belonging. At the same time they seek community, they 
are independent, savvy, and skeptical. They have little sense of trust or permanence, and they 
demand whatever is newer, better, different. 
Busters are multi-ethnic and multi-cultural in background. They are globally aware and largely 
tolerant, though there are elements of separatism too. They are often cynical and regularly question 
authority and institutions. They are realistic and pessimistic. Most but not all find religion trivial 
and boring while evidencing great interest in spirituality. They reject slick programs, whether in the 
congregation or community. Their spiritual and moral lives have been shaped by popular culture. 
Electronic communication-oriented, they are computer literate and have grown up watching four 
to six hours of unsupervised TV per day. 
Virtual Faith, by Tom Beaudoin, a key work presenting their spiritual and moral realities as 
well as their rich theological and ministerial potentials argues the importance of joining them in 
developing their inchoate theologies into presentation and action. 
generation y: millenials 
Over 80 million people strong, Generation Y comprises approximately 30 percent of America's 
current population. Larger than the Boomer Generation, the Millennials will have much the same 
formative impact on our society as did that largest generation before them. 
They have grown up in a world that is significantly different from the world of adults, even the 
younger part of the generation preceding them. The Vietnam War is ancient history, as is the Cold 
War and fear of a nuclear war. There have always been CDs, VCRs, computers, answering machines, 
and remote controls in their world. Michael Mosely has succinctly drawn together the early research 
on this generation in fourteen points he sees as definitive in understanding the qualities and values 
of Millennials: (1) self-reliant: they believe that becoming successful is up to them. (2) empowered 
adventurers: they are confident they can do what is needed. (3) educational achievement: their core 
value is personal competence. (4) lovers of family: they view parents as a source of guidance and 
support. (5) relationships paramount: they rely on networks of friends and family. (6) diversity 
important: they display a high tolerance for difference. (7) global icons: they recognize and are 
influenced by mass culture's faces and brands. (8) consumerism: they are working in order to pur-
chase more and more materials. (9) mediavores: they are focused on/addicted to media. (10) fun-
seekers: easily bored, they have a very great many options for recreation. (11) service-oriented: they 
have a strong sense of the common good. (12) spiritual hunger: they are interested in the transcen-
dent; 80% are believers. (13) hope: they are optimistic and realistic and expect to be happy. (14) 
mobility equals freedom: the internet has already taken them to where they intend to go.s 
Scanning Mosely's descriptors of Generation Y, with the previous picture of Generation X in 
mind, we must immediately be struck by both similarities and differences. Society and the church 
will need to constructively address these if they are to positively engage and influence youth. In the 
remaining part of this essay, I want to address just three high-priority formation challenges. 
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forming youth: three challenges 
All youth in both Generation X and Generation Y are postmodern, and most are pre-Chris-
tian. Passing on the Christian faith to these youth who are spiritually hungry yet critical and skep-
tical of religious institutions will be a major formation challenge. While these two generations have 
differing experiences of personhood, family, and friendship, youth in both Generation X andY are 
participating during their formative years with other generations in pioneering new identities, rela-
tionships, and communities. Pioneering new ways of being, belonging, and becoming with youth 
will be formative to their and our futures. 
Harnessing the gifts and strengths of youth in these emerging generations will be crucial to 
their spiritual and moral formation and to the health and strength of the church and society as a 
whole. While a very great array of other formation challenges are embedded in the traits of our 
youth, forming their faith, relationships, and leadership capabilities will matter the most. 
passing on the Christian faith 
Craig Van Gelder describes post-modernity as a shift in the basic patterns of knowing and 
doing: 
The seemingly rational, objective and managed world of modernity has undergone deep, 
significant shifts in recent decades. It is not merely that changes in our world demand new 
responses from us. The very foundations have changed. This shift in knowing and under-
standing what is real shapes the world [we] ... inhabit. Often referred to as the post-
modern condition, this new world includes patterns such as: 
• endless choices made available by technology; 
• (loss of shared experiences; 
• meanings conveyed as surfaces and images; 
• transient relationships; 
• plurality of approaches to sexual expression and experience; 
• increasingly two-tiered economy with many dead-end jobs; 
• personal spirituality without the necessity of organized religion; 
• random violence and clashes between cultures; 
• feelings of anger or resentment because somebody's left us with a mess.6 
Kenda Creasy Dean cites four implications of this postmodern shift for understanding and con-
veying truth, especially religious truth, to youth. She claims that postmodern young people recog-
nize religious truth when: 1) it is modeled in a person; 2) it is seen to be at work in an event; 3) they 
experience the validity of the truth in their own lives; and, 4) it commits those who hold it to be 
willing to suffer for it.? Van Gelder's and Dean's understandings of postmodern experience in both 
adults and youth have obvious critical implications for presenting the story and truth claims of 
Christianity. An immediate opportunity appears in these young people's spiritual hunger; simulta-
neously, difficult challenges emerge from their cynicism and skepticism about messages primarily 
spoken and portrayed by institutional religion. 
Moreover, Leonard Sweet persuasively argues that Americans, especially their two younger 
generations, are not only post-modern, but pre-Christian: 
Postmodern culture is most accurately described as pre-Christian. We are in many ways 
back in the first century in the midst of a culture that still has yet to hear about who we are 
and what we believe. Instead of the Christian church giving off nothing so much as the 
sour whiff of the rejected suitor, what if we were to look to the United States of America 
as a vast mission field-120 million pre-Christian people. Only two countries have more 
non-believers than the US: India and China. The US is the third largest mission field in the 
world. We are not living in the world we grew up in, much less our parents grew up in. 
Churched culture is over. The church is dead! Long live the church!8 
With youth who know little of the story and truth claims of the Christian faith and are skeptical of 
the church as institution, the message of the faith will need to focus with more concentrated atten-
tion and a more captivating introduction to Jesus Christ, his Incarnation and his suffering, death, 
and resurrection. The story of Jesus's life, communicated directly and succinctly, the stories and 
truths of Jesus's teaching set alongside the stories of pop culture, and these stories mixed with the 
stories of the lives of real people will be well-received and influential. If the stories of Christ's teach-
ings are set in the context of his actions, particularly his suffering and death, their impact will be 
even greater. Stories of his identification with the alienated and the broken, the oppressed and the 
rejected, will have strong power to engage. Accounts of his healing the sick, driving out demonic 
powers, and restoring hope, accompanied by ministries of healing and transformation, will be espe-
cially formative. 
Tom Beaudoin cites the effectiveness of such a focused return to Jesus in Virtual Faith: 
At a fundamental level, it [the church] needs to bring its practices and preaching back to 
its origins and its center, Jesus, in order to appeal to Christian Xers. As Gustavo Gutierrez, 
a Catholic Peruvian theologian, writes, "The church cannot be a prophet in our day if she 
herself is not turned to Christ. She does not have the right to talk against others when she 
herself is a cause of scandal in her interpersonal relations and her structures." The Gen X 
pop culture would strongly endorse that prophetic insight.9 
Beaudoin's focus on Jesus' and the church's actions as well as message points to another way in 
which incarnation will be significant in the faith formation of Generations X andY. Acceptance and 
trust will be the key appropriable expressions of God's grace and love for many. Concrete experi-
ences in everyday life will be the arenas in which the power of faith can best be communicated. 
Communicating the gospel will mean risking oneself, one's dignity, one's comfort, one's safety-
indeed, moving away from our familiar symbols and venues of faith, into young people's worlds 
with their symbols, issues, and schedules. Ministry will mean sacrifice and pain, as youth and adults 
walk alongside one another, sharing the struggles and enduring the pain of crises and alienation. 
pioneering new ways of being, belonging, and becoming 
"For my great-grandparents, change was slow. They invented the car. For my grandparents, 
change was a little faster. They invented television. For my parents, change has been rapid. They 
invented the computer. But for my generation, change is a constant. We don't have time to think 
about it. Who knows what we are going to invent? We are operating without a manual, and we do 
not know where we are going. It's scary. "So says Greg, a 19-year-old from Newberg, Oregon. tO 
Among the most radically changing dimensions of twenty-first century life are its definitions of per-
sons, its primary-life relationships, and its life in community. Peter Drucker and others have labeled 
these times as the age of social transformation. The scope and pace of change are dizzying, and 
every change impacts youth and their development. American culture is simultaneously redoing its 
understandings and practices of gender, sexual orientation, childhood, adolescence, parenthood, 
adulthood, the elderly, singleness, marriage, family, friendship, neighborhood, community. 
Among these many changing dimensions of life, perhaps none is more important than tending 
the struggles of gender-identity, self-worth, and individual competence occurring for both young 
men and women. Mary Pipher sharply articulates this struggle for young women: 
As I looked at the culture that girls enter as they come of age, I was struck by what a girl-
poisoning culture it was. The more I looked around, the more I listened to today's music, 
watched television and movies and looked at sexist advertising, the more convinced I 
became that we are on the wrong path with our daughters. America today limits girls' 
development, truncates their wholeness and leaves many of them traumatized.tl 
Christina Sommers and James Garbarino similarly point to the troubled journey of young men. If 
girls are struggling, Sommers finds young boys struggling with even greater difficulties. She writes: 
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It's a bad time to be a boy in America. The triumphant victory of the U.S. women's soccer 
team at the World Cup last summer has come to symbolize the spirit of American girls. 
The shooting at Columbine High last spring might be said to symbolize the spirit of Amer-
ican boys.12 
The typical boy is a year and a half behind the typical girl in reading and writing; he is less com-
mitted to school and less likely to go to college. In 1997 college full-time enrollments were 45 per-
cent male and 55 percent female. Girls read more books. They outperform boys on tests for artistic 
and musical ability. More girls than boys study abroad. More join the Peace Corps. At the same time 
more boys than girls are suspended from school. More are held back and more drop out. Boys are 
three times as likely to receive a diagnosis of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. More boys 
than girls are involved in crime, alcohol, and drugs.13 In these circumstances, mobilizing society's 
six living generations to redefine and reconstruct the benchmarks of personal identity, the dynamics 
of primary-life relationships, and the fabric of community will be critical in forming youth of the 
future. 
Lutheran Christians' understandings of humankind as participants with God in shaping cre-
ation's continuing unfolding can serve society well in such a reconstruction project. The Christian 
tradition has guidance for pioneers of new ways of being, belonging, and becoming. Walter Bruegge-
mann understands the core values of covenant to be at the heart of these individual and social enter-
prises: 
Biblical faith is essentially covenantal in its perception of all reality. All important relations 
are covenantal, which means they are a) based on vows, b) open to renegotiation, c) con-
cerned with mutual decisions, d) affecting all parties involved, e) addressing life and death 
issues and f) open to various internal and external sanctions. Above all, we might learn here 
that covenanting is the primary human activity. When covenanting is no longer the main 
agenda of the family or any primary group, something about our humanness is resisted. 
The Bible is sensitive to the fact that covenanting requires a certain language, a certain his-
torical capacity, a certain epistemology: characteristically, then and now, individualism and 
the imposition of the city/state were discerned as ways of having those dimensions of com-
munallife destroyed or eroded.14 
Bruggemann understands five sets of relationships to be at the center of this covenanting enter-
prise: 1) among the generations; 2) between husband and wife; 3) between parents and children; 4) 
between and among siblings; and, 5) among the larger household or community. 
Winsomely presenting these core values and dynamics of covenanting, and then perpetually 
nurturing the inherent skills of communication, mutual respect, negotiation, mutual decision-
making, and accountability among the generations-and most especially among the young-will be 
well-received and critical to their formation. 
The Search Institute of Minneapolis, Minnesota, has identified forty Developmental Assets15 
which Christians and non-Christians might well embrace as concrete, societal building-blocks for 
pursuing the strong persons, trusting relationships, and healthy communities envisioned in the bib-
lical story. Consisting of forty external and internal activities which enhance the strengths of youth 
and their communities, these assets provide a language and positive actions which can provide indi-
viduals, families, churches, and communities with guidance in pursuing the kind of being, belonging, 
and becoming imagined in a new, more constructive social order. 
harnessing the gifts and strengths of youth 
Mosely identifies Generation Y as hopeful, empowered adventurers, and both Generations X 
andY as service-oriented. By hopeful, empowered adventurers, Mosely means youth who have the 
confidence that comes from a strong sense of their ability to accomplish that which has been 
entrusted to them. He sees these younger youth to be quick studies, persons who think and learn in 
interactive, nonlinear ways. He finds them to be explorers who are willing to risk, search and navi-
gate on their own. By service-oriented, Mosely means these two generations have a strong sense of 
the common good and of collective social and civic responsibility. They are more knowledgeable 
than previous generations about social issues and are concerned about the environment, STDs, 
drugs, homelessness, crime, poverty, and discrimination. 
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If the faith of these two generations is to be fully formed, believing cannot remain primarily a 
matter of the head and heart. For them faith must early and always be active in love. Affirming their 
knowledge and abilities and inviting them into leadership in families, communities, and congrega-
tions will be paramount in their formation. Jesus' radical claims regarding the value and leadership 
of children and youth can guide us in this enterprise. Rather than send them away by relegating 
them to edges of the community and its core human enterprises, as has been done throughout the 
now-passing Industrial Age, we might well help them identify, own, and invest in their abilities 
early. Mutual mentoring and apprenticeships will be crucial to their and our formation. The New 
Testament's focus on the Holy Spirit's giving of spiritual gifts applies to youth as well as adults. 
Their formation must include our joining them in prayerful discernment and engagement of their 
spiritual gifts , thereby building up and equipping the body of Christ for ministry in the world. 
summary: emerging evidence from faith factors study 
The assertions made regarding the importance of the challenges cited in this essay are corrob-
orated in the early findings of a study of the factors that enhance or nurture faith in youth ten 
through thirty-five years of age. The eight factors most often cited as positively forming faith in 
youth who have remained involved in worship and a life of ministry are 1) growing up where faith 
was integrated into the family's identity, relationships, and practices; 2) having three or more adult 
mentors of vital faith; 3) serving others with a team of other Christians in the name of Jesus Christ; 
4) being apprenticed early into leadership in their church; 5) participating in an engaging, mean-
ingful church where youth are valued; 6) experiencing excellent senior high and young adult min-
istry; 7) being encouraged by strong Christian friends; and 8) having been supported within an 
engaging Christian community during a personal crises. 
While the risks are many, the challenges great, and the outcomes beyond our control, these are 
days of great expectation and potential for a large, unique, and powerful population of young 
people. They are incredibly open to sharing with us. Let us hope that we in older generations are 
equal to the challenge! f 
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If I Had It to Do Over Again 
Robert Benne 
A the sixtieth wedding annimsary of my parents, we children and grandchildren pulled 
out all the stops. We wined and dined them at a nice restaurant and then regaled them with toasts, 
tributes, and happy stories. Glasses were raised as often as compliments were offered. It was a grand 
occasion. At the end of the festivities we looked expectantly to the parents to see what response 
they might have. We no doubt secretly wanted to be complimented by them as lavishly as they had 
by us. But we had overestimated our ability to make them respond as we wished. They looked at 
each other and Dad, as usual, took the lead. "Yes," he said, "things have worked out pretty well. 
None of you are in jail!" With that flash of Nebraska understatement, attention was redirected to 
where it belonged-on them. 
To continue the understatement, things have worked out pretty well with our four children; 
none of them are in jail. In fact, two of our children are married happily with homes and children of 
their own. Both families participate in church life at what one could call a moderate level. The 
appearance of children in their lives did the trick. They began connecting with the church. 
The two younger are repeating the trajectory of the older two. They are not hostile to the 
church but they rarely go. High holidays are sure things but ordinary Sundays are not their cup of 
tea. Neither is married yet, so the magic of marriage and family has not had its chance to work up to 
this point. 
All of them are really nice kids. They are affectionate and loyal. Two have very solid marriages 
and are wonderful parents. It is clear that our extended family life means a lot to them. My three 
sons are avid athletes and sports fans, which leads me to the uneasy suspicion that those values were 
the really serious ones in my life and I communicated them particularly well. But in spite of such 
misgivings, I think it safe to say that most of our cherished values have been transmitted at a fairly 
profound level. The two younger sons are finding their way into the world with varying degrees of 
difficulty. We are deeply grateful that things have turned out so well. 
But I wonder about the depth of their religious values, which for my wife and me were the 
most important ones to communicate. Their religious values seem to be somewhat peripheral to the 
important and pressing things in life. Though brought up surrounded by a myriad of Christian prac-
tices-prayer, devotions, church-going, hospitality, symbols, sacramental meals, religious conversa-
tion-they do not seem to practice them themselves. Christian faith and life seem like one more 
option or preference in their lives that they have not ranked all that highly. I wonder if they are 
looking at the world through Christian eyes and I wonder if they are self-consciously living out the 
Christian virtues of faith, love, and hope. 
It could be, of course, that their faith is stronger and more central than I think. It could be that 
as life unfolds their maturity in the faith will grow. Their Christian faith may become more compre-
hensive, central, and unsurpassable. But I worry about both the present and the future. And while I 
don't accept full responsibility for the status of their religious convictions, I do accept some and 
often wonder what I would do differently if I had it to do over again. 
ii. One thing I would do differently would be to adopt a more accurate and disturbing assessment 
of the power and pervasiveness of the cultural changes that were going on in my children's growing 
up years-the '70s and the '80s. Of course I was aware of the wrenching nature of cultural change 
in the '60s. As a young professor, I was an enthusiastic participant in those changes. Later, I reached 
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a much more ambivalent estimation of those times. But the changes initiated by the '60s continued 
in the '70s and '80s. Further, even deeper trends than the '60s-whose dynamics were in many 
cases only symptomatic of those deeper trends-continue to shape our society. Those deeper changes 
are shaped by vast economic and political transitions that seem beyond the control of great nations, 
let alone ordinary citizens. 
Without going into further detail about these vast changes, we can talk about some of their 
effects on the culture in which our children are growing up. It was Daniel Bell who first noticed the 
division between the imperatives of the economic and social spheres. In his Cultural Contradictions 
of Capitalism, he argued that the economic sphere demanded disciplined utilitarian work while the 
social sphere encouraged hedonistic self-expression. He thought these cultures were contradictory 
and would bring trouble in the years ahead. Robert Bellah, in Habits of the Heart, picked up similar 
signals when he suggested that two new life-styles-utilitarian individualism and expressive individ-
ualism-were fast overtaking the older traditions of Biblical and republican virtue. The former was 
a calculating approach to life that instrumentalized all other values for the sake of personal success, 
particularly in the economic sphere. The latter was something of a romantic revolt against the 
former. Expressive individualism valued the spontaneous expression of internal states, the more 
individualized and intense the better. In its milder forms, expressive individualism encouraged 
people to be who they are and to follow their bliss. More extreme versions enjoined them to make 
their lives an artistic statement, to become a roman candle shot off in the dark. 
Bellah suggested that the new American culture actually combines the two. People can be utili-
tarian individualists in their daytime or workaday lives and expressive individualists in their leisure. 
A culture of affluence allows both to occur in the same people. Further, Bellah argues, this new 
American culture enshrines freedom or autonomy as the primary regulative or formal value. 
Freedom means the absence of any internal or external restraints on the choices one makes to realize 
one's individual success or to express oneself. This is a distinctly truncated version of freedom in 
comparison to the older traditions of Biblical and republican virtue, which had substantive notions 
about what freedom was for. Both forms of individualism are corrosive of traditions as well as the 
narratives and practices that constitute traditions. In both sorts of individualism persons have weak 
connections to others and make up their own narratives, if they have any at all. 
David Brooks carries this sort of analysis further in his Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class 
and How They Got There. In that book Brooks argues that the emerging affluent classes combine a 
bohemian life style with the bourgeois values of discipline, achievement, and common sense. In 
other words, they express their subversive and off-beat desires within measured bounds and within 
a basically achievement-oriented way of life. Bohemianism has been tempered by bourgeois impera-
tives but bourgeois values have been spiced with counter-cultural flavors . In Bellah's language, util-
itarian individualism has combined with expressive individualism under the imperial sway of the 
individual's free choice. 
It seems to me that this is the cultural world into which our children are born and nurtured. It 
envelops them in the pop culture of the media, in school, in their peer culture, and especially in the 
exploding electronic culture that will increasingly be the shaper of our young. This culture is pro-
foundly anti-traditional and anti-institutional. It produces free, sovereign individuals who make up 
their own identities and projects based upon self-generated choices. For such persons, strong com-
mitments to demanding realities outside themselves are unlikely.They make partial commitments 
limited by their own utilitarian or expressive choices. Rigorous moral or religious duties are scarcely 
thinkable. Such persons can easily say, as my daughter once told me: But, Dad, we're very spiritual 
even though we aren't religious. 
If this characterizes the emerging culture in which children are nurtured, the challenge before 
us as Christians is a serious one, far more serious than I thought when we were bringing up our chil-
dren. The pressures of this culture are toward forming unencumbered selves free from strong con-
nections to anything outside themselves, including the Christian community, its ethos and world-
view. Perhaps we see such masses of persons already appearing in the radically secularized countries 
of Europe. We are shielded from such a scene for the moment by the extensive but rather superficial 
participation of most Americans in religious communities. 
Thus, I do not think we were intentional and intensive enough in the Christian formation of 
our children, especially given the strength of the cultural challenge that surrounded them and us. If 
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I had it to do over again I would try to give them a stronger formation in the faith. I say try because 
I, too, am infected with the modern commitment to freedom from too strenuous commitments. I 
enjoy my freedom to keep my evenings free. Perhaps even now I wouldn't be ready for the kind of 
training in Christian virtue that it would take to counteract the pushes and pulls of this culture. To 
paraphrase Oscar Wilde, Christianity would be fine but it leaves too few free evenings. (He said that 
about socialism.) 
111. One of the things that I would do, had I the chance to do things over, would indeed cut down 
on my free evenings. I would engage my children in more intensive and extended conversation 
about the religious values we wanted to transmit. In retrospect, we relied far too much on the power 
of example. We both felt that if we modeled good religious values that our kids would emulate 
them. So we engaged in many Christian practices in our home that we simply thought would catch 
on with them. Prayer is a good example. We prayed at meals and had daily devotions before dinner. 
We would sing a hymn and end with prayer. But we never talked about the meaning of prayer and 
the necessity for it in the Christian life. Moreover, we never instructed them in how and what to 
pray. We didn't insist that they pray openly in the family rituals. I could give many other examples, 
the most important of which is continuing conversations about the meaning and relevance of our 
Christian convictions. We thought that all of this would simply be absorbed in their lives by osmosis. 
But now we see that it didn't work that way. Much more time for intensive engagement has to be 
devoted in the formation of the young. 
Another thing we would consider had we another chance would be getting rid of Tv. While we 
restricted the time and controlled the content of what our children could watch, there is little doubt 
that popular American culture became powerfully influential in their lives through Tv. We adults 
watched the news and high quality programs on public Tv. (To be honest, I must admit a passion for 
sports on TV!) But again, except for sports, our example went nowhere. The kids sneaked in MTY, 
as well as a lot of awful network Tv, when we weren't looking. Moreover, three out of four of our 
children took up the rock music fads of their day. While we listened to fine music; the example 
didn't take. And we had constant debates-you might call them running skirmishes-about the 
loudness and content of what they were listening to. By and large, then, TV and pop music did a lot 
to undermine what we were trying to instill. One of our children, particularly, fell under the spell of 
a rock band that indirectly cost him many painful setbacks in life. Banishing the TV would also have 
given much more time for the kind of intensive engagement I mentioned above. 
Given another chance, I believe we would seek out serious Christian schools for the elemen-
tary and high school education of our kids. In the '60s and '70s, we were urban idealists committed 
to the public school system of Chicago and kept our kids in public schools while many of my col-
leagues headed for the privates. We were also pressed enough economically to think twice about 
private schools. But knowing what I do now, I would argue for sending them to nearby Catholic 
schools, or perhaps Lutheran or Christian Reformed schools farther away. What I would look for in 
those schools, besides compassionate and qualified teaching in a small-scale, disciplined setting, 
would be serious attention to learning the Bible and basic Christian doctrine, to a Christian ethos 
supported by worship according to the Christian year, and to a public affirmation of Christian iden-
tity and mission in the world. At the secondary level I would hope to see some critical grappling 
from a Christian point of view with secular claims to knowledge and with contemporary culture. 
Coupled with Christian schools, we would seek out Lutheran churches with good youth min-
istry programs, no matter how far away they were. (There go more free evenings!) We were alto-
gether too committed to joining our local parish, which, in our case, had virtually no youth ministry 
to speak of. Indeed, it boasted of being an adult parish while it played down family and youth con-
cerns. At any rate, I am firmly convinced that in this challenging cultural situation, families need a 
lot of help from the local parish in the formation of the young. Families can't do it alone. But nei-
ther can church or church school do it alone. Formation must be a cooperative effort. I would want 
a disciplined confirmation program and a supportive youth ministry. The kids needed first-rate 
instruction in the faith and a Christian peer group to counter the view of the world they were get-
ting in the media and the various pathologies they were encountering in their peer culture. When 
we needed help, the local parish couldn't or wouldn't give it. If I had it to do over again, I would 
look beyond our local parish. 
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Perhaps with a stronger formation in the faith, our children might have gone to more inten-
sively Christian colleges than they did. Two went to a Lutheran college and two went to two dif-
ferent Methodist schools. The Lutheran college was not a total wash; the kids at least had the oppor-
tunity to take courses in the Christian tradition and to participate in worship and devotional life. 
They did little of that, though they received a pretty decent liberal arts education in a supportive 
environment. The Methodist schools were pretty much a total wash. There was scarcely a whiff of 
Christianity in them, let alone of Wesleyanism. That is not to say there weren't serious Christians at 
those Methodist schools. There indeed were, but they kept their convictions private. The public 
face of the school was pervasively secular. A straight course in Christian thought could not be found. 
The chaplain would not utter the name of Christ at the school's baccalaureate service because it 
wouldn't be inclusive. 
With a stronger formation, perhaps they would have been more inclined to go to a Valparaiso 
or a St. Olaf, which are more forthrightly and aggressively Christian than the colleges they attended. 
It would then have been far more likely that their faith would have been deepened and enriched. 
That is, such might have happened if they would have already been predisposed to follow the Chris-
tian path. If they had gone to Valparaiso or St. Olaf with their relatively weak formation, they may 
well have fallen though the cracks as so many young people do. But it would have been nice to have 
had them go to such schools. It may have been even better to have gone to a Calvin or a Wheaton, 
where there is not so much chance of falling through the cracks. But, at any rate, with another 
chance at forming our children, we might have made them more disposed to go to more full-blooded 
Christian schools than they did. 
What conclusions to make of this intensely personal story? First, do not think I have given up 
hope for my children or that they are hostile to the faith. I pray daily that the Holy Spirit will 
enflame their faith even as I pray that it will enflame mine. The Holy Spirit will work in its own 
time and place and manner. It was and is not up to me to make my children Christian. That gift 
comes from a power beyond me. 
But this set of reflections does suggest that Christians must become a more distinct people 
again, a counter-cultural people that drinks from its own wells of Biblical and traditional wisdom. 
Our own culture no longer supports the Christian agenda; we cannot rely on it to do our work for 
us. Christians must become more intense in their efforts at formation. We must spend our free 
evenings teaching our young about the faith, about prayer and worship, about love and compassion, 
about obedience to the commands of God, about the Christian worldview, and thereby draw them 
into that grand moving train whose head is Christ. In aiming for this, we do not reject or deny the 
world. Indeed, if we are formed properly as Christians we will add much salt and leaven to a world 
that needs those ingredients badly. 'f 
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Responses to Bunge, Martinson and Benne 
These responses by Dr. Karen Westbrooks and Dr. David Simpson to the three essays were delivered orally at 
the conference on "Forming Life, Forming Youth. " The oral remarks have been edited and slightly revised for 
their appearance here in written form. -The Editor 
Karen Westbrooks responds: 
My initial impression of Marcia Bunge's essay is how very "child-friendly" it is. She points 
out, which was really quite a surprise to me, that there are some theologians and scholars who view 
the subject of children as beneath them! I think it is therefore all the more courageous and child-
friendly to focus on these issues from a child's perspective. 
Correspondingly, I saw Bob Benne's essay as equally "parent-friendly" in the sense that he 
puts himself on the line to tell his own parenting story, and in telling that story, he is able to help 
people enter the subject in a personal way as well. With striking clarity he spells out the fact that the 
absolutely best intentions do not always produce 100% of the desired results that we are seeking as 
parents. And that insight makes his account very real for all of us. 
By contrast, I viewed Roland Martinson's essay as "practitioner-friendly." Mter reading his 
essay and talking with him, it is no surprise why this is so. He has worked regularly with therapists 
and others in training to help them develop the skills to activate strengths in families and to take a 
comprehensive look at roles, rules, and patterns in families. 
What was common to all three essays was an attempt to come to terms with deep cultural pat-
terns affecting us. If we assume that this deep culture has several components, I would say that 
Marcia Bunge's essay focuses on the historical dimensions of "believing" and "experiencing," un-
covering what has been believed about families and children, and attempting to find out what would 
be the most desirable type of family for children to experience. I looked at some of the sources the 
essay cites, and one of the facts that stood out is that today, one of every two children will experi-
ence single parenting at some point in their childhood. So in examining these deep cultural changes, 
it is very poignant and urgent to bring this kind of focus on ministry to children in such times. In my 
own teaching about families today, I have really tried to ingrain in students two things: the first is 
that, in addressing some difficult reality of family life, generally you don't get families to become 
good by telling them how bad they are. And second, when a family comes in for help, you really do 
not want to give that family a problem they did not have when they came in. And so when we look 
at today's children and their experience of what family is-one out of two, that's a whole lot of 
kids!-we can appreciate how important it is that Marcia Bunge is trying to see what lessons we can 
bring as theologians, as scholars, to really help give some validity to children's experience and to 
help sort out and learn what might be the strengths of that experience. 
What I saw running throughout Bob Benne's essay was a focus on the deep cultural compo-
nent of values. He is essentially asking, when we're raising our kids, what are the things that we 
want to value, what are the things we actually do value, and what values do we want to transmit 
from generation to generation? And he shows that while there are some values that you transmit 
through "doing" as parents, there are other values that are transmitted only through the experi-
ences that we learn throughout our adult lives, too. 
In Roland Martinson's essay, one of the things he overtly points out is the deep cultural shift in 
our ways of knowing and doing, especially young people's ways of knowing. Certainly our knowing 
is to be informed by a Christian perspective. (Actually, I got somewhat nervous when I saw 
"Lutheran perspective." I'm not sure if anyone really has a Lutheran perspective on anything!) Cer-
tainly what we know as Christian people is deeply informed by our faith and our faith practices, and 
of course we try to make all our perspectives as consistent as possible with our faith. However, the 
cultural component that is highlighted here, and that I believe is most worthy of discussion, has to 
do with bringing about changes in our thinking. In particular, how is it that we should think about 
young people? And while there is serious legitimacy in asking what we can do for young people, 
there is also a tremendous value in asking what young people can do for us. 
I had an opportunity last night to read the Torch. [Valparaiso University's student newspaper] 
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In one of the articles, a student was talking about the expressionless, emotionless, faceless students 
he saw walking around campus and wondering, what are they thinking? What are they seeing? And 
then another student pointed out that it is often more likely for young people to make friends on 
the Internet than with the person living right next door. Those kinds of things really strike me. It is 
as if young people are tuning into the experience of the culture that they have right now, and we 
have to pay attention to that. 
I'd like to take a couple of minutes to give a personal example of how youth can inform us if 
we open our eyes. Last weekend, I was at the wedding of a student, and after the wedding there was 
the reception. Well, without really realizing it, I found myself being drawn into the extended family 
when I was later invited over to their house. So I went to the house and interacted with the family, 
and soon one of the seven-year-aids came up and wanted to know which relative I was. And first of 
all, that was quite an intriguing question, because this was a different-race [white] family than my 
own [African-American]! So I said, "Well, which relative do you think I am?" And she replied "Oh, 
you're somebody's secret daughter! That's when I said, "OK." She then asked, "Well, whose secret 
daughter are you?" So, loving to talk to kids and sort of play with them, if you will, I told her, "Well, 
if I told you whose secret daughter I was, I would get that person in trouble." And she thought 
about it and said, "Well, I guess the next thing I'm going to have to think about is what to get you 
for Christmas!" That comment was so profound to me, because I suddenly realized something about 
myself. When I was with that family, the last thing I was thinking about was what to get forty-two 
people for Christmas. And when she said that, I thought, wow, there was some gift inside that seven-
year-old's soul that just embraced me for the person I am-never having to go into an explanation, 
just embraced it. And it made me think about these things. At what level can we really help children 
retain those God-given gifts of soul? And that's the thing we must look at: how to help them retain 
some of those things they seem to lose. f 
MAMA MAMA MAMA 
Concern about her weighs on me 
like snow on a tree bough. 
When can I make mushroom soup for her, 
go to see her, bring her a woven shawl. 
I will shoulder the pale light of her all my life, 
Carry her with me like a distant star. 
Linda Goodman Robiner 
26,27 The Cresset Easter !2001 
David Simpson responds: 
One of the things I want to talk about in response to these essays is the importance of rela-
tionships in the building up of young people. Because I think we tend to overestimate a little bit 
how individualistic kids are becoming. I do agree with all that has been said about how individual-
istic we are becoming as a culture. But I also know that child development studies are saying that 
kids are looking for relationships, and in that I think we probably have the basis of some salvation 
here. 
James Palmer of Yale University, a psychiatrist who also happens to be an African-American 
man who grew up in East Chicago, has stated, "Relationships are to child development what loca-
tion is to real estate." In other words, it's not only the most important thing, it's practically the 
only thing. 
And I had this brought home to me the other day when I stopped at one of the schools I 
work in on the south side of Chicago. On the way there I happened to see one of my clients, who 
I know is a sixth-grade, fairly high-level gang leader. And he was very glad to see me, he knew my 
car, and he ran over, made friendly gestures, got in the car, and began to talk to me about his life. 
He had a tape with him, and he said, "I really want you to listen to this tape." So he puts this tape 
in the machine, and it is the most foul type of rap music you could imagine. So-l guess this is 
where social work comes home-1 sort of gently turned the thing off and I asked him, "What is 
this about to you?" And instead of talking in gutter language, he talked about how angry he is, 
and how this person on the tape is really saying better than he can how angry he is that no one 
cares about him. Well, I was curious. I knew there were lots of people that cared about him, that 
there were school people inside that building who cared about him-but if he didn't know that or 
feel that, it didn't matter. 
So in this context, as we begin to look at some of these things, I guess I'm a little bit skeptical 
about some of the points made by Bunge and Benne. I have thought about my own sixteen-year-old 
son, and how I've been trying to turn off the Tv, and I've been trying to figure out how churches 
can minister to this kid. He is very open to it, but they don't seem to be. When I ask him, "Why 
don't you go to the youth group?" he says,"Well, Dad, it's a lot of ... it's just the kids who are really 
at the center of the Church. It's sort of like they preach to the choir at that youth group." And that 
made me realize that one of the fears I have, particularly about the first two essays, is that we're not 
being open to the entire culture, that we're really looking very myopically here at kids in the church. 
A lot of the kids that I and my workers see in forty-one Chicago public schools, first of all, 
don't even have parents. In some of the schools I work in, ten to fifteen percent of the kids are 
wards of the state. They have different kinds of families, and they may not have any access to formal 
religious education. But what they do have access to, and what they are very interested in, is rela-
tionship-building. Our agency has done some research that indicates this. We have some wonderful 
programs, but the one thing we discovered was that it was really the quality of the relationship that 
the worker has, both in the school and with the child, that determined the effectiveness of the pro-
gram. So I guess if I can talk about one thing, it would be the central importance of understanding 
and personal relationships with youth. 
The other thing that I guess I would take a little issue with-because I feel that in some ways 
we're trying to hold the dam against the sea-is that I don't think it's a viable strategy in our culture 
to say that you've got to turn off the TV and other media of pop culture. I think we have to listen to 
what is going on in that popular culture, to try to hear what's being said. Because I think if we don't 
listen to it-and I do like what the essayists say about listening to kids-we won't be able to com-
municate with them. 
Our kids today are profoundly smart, but maybe not in the way I was smart when I was that 
Christ College student here at Valparaiso. Roland Martinson lays it out quite nicely in his essay 
when he talks about today's youth as "hopeful adventurers." He describes a new postmodern kind 
of kid that is with us today, and if we are in effect trying to make that postmodern kid into a 1968 
kid-which I personally would love to do-l think we will miss the mark. So we have to do some 
more thinking about what it means to be a Christian in the milieu of this popular culture in which 
we find ourselves. And to say we've got to shut off this popular culture, to turn off the TV or videos, 
is to insulate ourselves. Which I think is a little of what some of our congregations are doing: let's 
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minister to these kids who are our charges, let's wall off the popular culture-we don't want to 
hear the rap music, we don't want to learn about these things-then we are in danger of dying a 
slow death as a faith, as a church. And that's not a viable option. 
I am very interested in thinking along with the essayists about how to expand the boundaries 
of what we do and what we think about raising young people. And I was very excited about -and 
indeed I have done a lot of thinking about- the ideas raised here, in particular what I would do dif-
ferently with my child, who is only sixteen. He goes to a Lutheran high school. He does some of the 
things you suggest that you would like to see done. And you know, I see him turning out a lot like 
your [Benne's] kids. Maybe the point is that sometimes we're projecting things we don't even know 
we're projecting. Like the thing about athletics. My son knows what I'm interested in, and the rela-
tionship-building I've done with him may be around athletics in ways I don't even grasp. But it may 
not be about some other important things. f 
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FOR THE GOOD OF THE CAUSE 
As when a letter arrived from the Privy Counsel 
of Edward VI to their very good Lord the Earl of Bath-
marked haste, post haste, for lyfe, for lyfe, for lyfe, 
for lyfe-asking him to deliver up his son to the French 
as a guarantee of perpetual peace; or as when 
a no less urgent voice of God brought Abraham 
to Mt. Moriah, knife and fire and son in hand; 
or as when the beloved Son stretched bleeding 
before the well-pleased Father, love forsaken; 
so my father, not in the crowd but far on a knoll 
away from the track, arms folded, watched me 
fetch up dead last in the mile run, my best time, 
and disappeared without saying a blessed word. 
Paul Willis 
Can We Talk? 
theology and science in interdisciplinary conversation 
a review essay 
Robert Schneider 
J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, Essays in Postfoundationalist Theology. Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans, 1997. 
J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, The Shaping of Rationality: Toward Interdisciplinarity in Theology and Science. 
Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerdrnans, 1999. 
J. Wentzel van Huyssteen looks out over the landscape of the postmodern age with its scat-
tered communities of knowledge and discourse and searches for lines of communication that may 
connect them. As the James I. McCord Professor of Theology and Science at Princeton Theological 
Seminary, he has a professional reason to scout this reconfigured territory: is it possible, he asks, for 
Christian theology, as one of those knowledge communities, to claim a voice in the postmodern 
conversation that may be listened to respectfully by others? In particular, will it be possible for the-
ology as a disciplined reflection on religious experience to be taken seriously by and enter into an 
interdisciplinary conversation with the most powerful and influential of those communities, modern 
science? To change the metaphor, can theology construct a pathway that will bring it across com-
munity boundaries, one that runs both ways? Can theology and science share common epistemic 
and nonepistemic values and an underlying common rationality that enables them to connect their 
different fields of view and areas of exploration? 
One recognizes while reading these two recent works that van Huyssteen's questions are more 
than professional. They are also the questions of a person of deep Christian faith, who wants the 
way contemporary Christians reflect upon and articulate their faith to be not only meaningful to 
themselves but also comprehensible to and commensurable with other communities of knowledge 
and commitment. He wants theology to avoid the kind of ghettoization that it could easily slip into. 
We shall examine the pathways along which he takes his thinking shortly, but, in brief, his explo-
rations have led him to construct a postfoundationalist theology based on a concept of rationality 
that has integrity but is broad enough to link different disciplinary communities, in particular the-
ology and science, in this pluralistic world of human thought that we inhabit. 
To understand what van Huyssteen means by "postfoundationalist theology," let us begin by 
looking at the alternatives it stands against. He accepts, indeed, embraces, the view that postmod-
ernism has sounded the death-knell for any kind of viable foundationalism, whether in theology or 
in science. By foundationalism, he means any view that our beliefs can be justified by appealing to 
an "item of knowledge that is self-evident or indubitable," considered to be a "given," infallible, the 
foundational court of appeal for any truth claim (Essays, 2-3). Examples in theology are the bibli-
cism of the literalist, or the articles of a creed, or a positivism of revelations all appealed to as justi-
fications for any doctrine of faith. But the modernist conception of science-positivist, objectivist, 
supremacist-has also been unmasked as a foundationalism, and in its most blatant expression is 
recognized as the "-ism" of scientism. Both classic theology and Enlightenment science have hith-
erto shared a common understanding of the nature of rationality that lies at the heart of their sys-
tems of thought. But, to the discomfort of theology, science has increasingly laid claim to superi-
ority in explaining reality, and theology in turn has struggled, with limited success, to avoid 
becoming marginalized or being dismissed as the subjective language of religious faith and values 
against the objectivity and facticity of science. 
Since the 1950s this triumphal march of modernism has been waylaid by an emergent and 
robust postmodernist movement that has challenged, van Huyssteen notes, modernism's founda-
tionalist notions. We live in communities of discourse with their own epistemologies, their own 
rationalities, the postmodernists declare; foundationalism must yield to nonfoundationalism. In its 
constructive forms, postmodernism remains in a healthy critical conversation with modernism, but 
in its extreme and deconstructive forms it offers a vision of nonfoundationalism that leads to a rela-
No less vexed than 
ever in its history, 
the intersections of 
religious faith 





tivism of epistemologies and rationalities: at its extreme "this conceptual pluralism leads to a rela-
tivism so complete that any attempt at cross-disciplinary conversation faces the threat of complete 
incommensurability" (Essays 3). What is more, such a relativism may tempt a particular community 
to a fideism that brings foundationalism in through the back door. 
As a course between the Scylla of an imputed objectivist foundationalism and the Charybdis of 
an extreme relativism proffered by a postmodernist nonfoundationalism, van Huyssteeen offers to 
contemporary Christian theology a postfoundationalist route. The characteristics and elements of 
this theology are expounded in the several papers reprinted in Essays in Postfoundationalist Theology 
and later synthesized in The Shaping of Rationality. In the collection of thoughtful and stimulating 
papers that constitute the former work, van Huyssteen begins with several on theology and episte-
mology. He reviews models of scientific work developed by contemporary philosophers of science 
and evaluates the application of some of these models in contemporary theology. Noting the fruitful 
role of critical realism in science he argues for its validity in theology. This set of papers is followed by 
several on theology and methodology. Van Huyssteen considers the nature of religious experience 
and critical reflection upon it in theology through essays on philosophy of science and theological 
methodology, the realism of the text in Biblical interpretation, and narrative theology. In the final set 
of papers, on theology and science, he pulls together some of the epistemological and hermeneutical 
concepts explored in the others to ask critical questions about the relationship between theology and 
science, or rather, theologies and the sciences. These papers in toto articulate the very questions and 
issues he will explore at greater length, and in greater depth, in his newest work. 
In The Shaping of Rationality, van Huyssteen musters the same wide array of thinkers whose 
contributions he reviewed and evaluated in his earlier Essays. They include participants in the science 
and religion dialogue such as Ian Barbour, Philip Clayton, Ernan McMullin, Arthur Peacocke, and 
Fraser Watts, as well as other philosophers and theologians such as Thomas Kuhn, Imre Lakatos, 
Larry Laudan, and Nancey Murphy as well as Harold Brown, Nancy Frankenberry, Nicholas Rescher, 
Joseph Rouse, Calvin Schrag, William Placher, and Ronald Thiemann. His careful analyses and judi-
cious critiques of all of these thinkers, offered with appreciation and respect, is a testament to his 
kind and generous nature even as they reveal a mind that is carefully incisive and reflective. Van 
Huyssteen's scholarship provides the reader with an admirable model of intellectual collegiality. 
The Shaping of Rationality synthesizes the many ideas assayed in the Essays. At more than one 
moment the reader may be overwhelmed by the sheer effort to deal with highly abstract ideas and 
concepts presented in often dense and lengthy sentences and paragraphs. But the effort to engage 
them does pay off. The reader who begins with the Essays can acquire a vocabulary and a set of con-
cepts that in turn will make it easier to follow the author as he unfolds his argument in The Shaping 
of Rationality. In the latter work, van Huyssteen helps the reader fix more firmly the important ele-
ments of his argument by reprising them at critical points in the exposition. 
The central problem with which The Shaping of Rationality opens is restated in the conclusion 
to its first chapter (58): "Can we successfully deal with the problem of the shaping of rationality, 
and in the process also identify the epistemic and nonepistemic values that shape religious and sci-
entific reflection within a postmodern context?" Van Huyssteen's answer is "Yes," and he finds that 
a way has been opened by postmodern philosophy of science. The latter, he asserts, has given the 
contemporary thought a devastating critique of modernist rationality, but at the same time it has 
cleared the way to construct a new and more catholic notion of rationality that may enable the sci-
ences and theology, as well as the arts and humanities, to enter into meaningful conversations across 
the boundaries of disciplines-a rationality of interdisciplinarity. First, though, he reviews the con-
cepts of foundationalism and nonfoundationalism in order to highlight their failures to provide a 
means for theology to engage in meaningful cross-disciplinary conversation. Foundationalism "ulti-
mately isolates theology from other reasoning strategies because it denies the crucial role of inter-
preted religious experience in theological reflection" (62-63). Nonfoundational theology, on the 
other hand, recognizes that knowledge and understanding arise from specific historical, epistemo-
logical, and cultural matrices. Narrative theology, as a child of postmodernism, exemplifies this 
point of view, particularly in its recognition that sources of theology, whether biblical texts or per-
sonal experience, come to reflection already framed within an interpretive community and are then 
subjected to further interpretation. But such nonfoundational theologies run the same risk as other 
postmodern nonfoundationalisms; namely, they may end up constructing an epistemic that isolates 
30131 The Cresset Easterl2001 
them from interdisciplinarity with other communities of discourse, thus creating a foundationalism 
out of nonfoundationalism and a theology that cannot be "truly public." 
What has postmodern philosophy of science done that provides theology a way out of the foun-
dationalist/nonfoundationalist trap? For one thing, it has helped us to recognize that science does not 
work, if ever it did, out of simple Baconian principles in a progressive march that picks up gems of 
truth along the way. Science, the philosophers assert, functions within "paradigms" (Kuhn) or 
"research programs" (Lakatos), or "research traditions" (Laudan). A paradigm is highly resistant to 
transformation but may be replaced by a new paradigm that accounts for the phenomena of nature 
better; or, a research program contains a fixed core theory not to be abandoned, with a set of auxil-
iary hypotheses that may be changed; or, a researc:h tradition is a living, changing, developing tradi-
tion that progresses when new theories are adopted that prove to be more effective problem-solvers 
than their predecessors. What all of these models share is the recognition that the scientific enterprise 
is in fact historically, and contextually, and hermeneutically bounded, for the interpretation of phe-
nomena and data is theory-laden. Reality always remains to a lesser or greater degree beyond our 
perceptual and mental grasp, and the best one can expect is a kind of critically realist understanding 
that enables one to say that reality must be something like what we are theorizing it to be, while 
never exempting our theories from critical examination and judgment. The language of science turns 
out to be more than mathematical; it is also, in constructing theories, highly metaphorical, and thus 
no different in this respect than the language of theology or of any of the humanistic enterprises. 
These views of the nature of science and scientific theorizing may not only humble the search 
for scientific truth; they also invite theology to realize that within its own domain of knowledge 
there is a way out of the foundationalist trap and encourage it to pursue it. Van Huyssteen proceeds 
to map out that way. He proposes a rationality that crosses disciplinary boundaries, based on an 
epistemology that can be shared in particular by theology and the sciences. 
Van Huyssteen proceeds to identify the underlying elements of this rationality that theology 
and science share, whatever the differences in their fields of knowledge and ways of knowing. What 
epistemic and nonepistemic values that shape the rationality of theology, he asks, will be similar to 
and different from the rationalities of other modes of reflection, especially that of science (112), 
and which of these values enable theology and science to share a common rationality that allows 
commensurability in their communications? The answer lies not in an abstract theory of rationality 
but in the everyday and ordinary means by which we make rational judgments and decisions. From 
these activities in ordinary time we can identify the following values: intelligibility, discernment, 
responsible judgment, deliberation, and "the way we come to responsible theory choice and theory 
commitment" (171). Van Huyssteen discourses on each of these elements, and argues further that 
rationality also needs to be understood from the perspective of the reasoning agent and not from 
the perspective of a theory of rationality. The reasoning agent plays the central role in rational com-
munication, and rhetoric, as persuasive discourse and action, is inextricably bound together with 
rationality and lies at its heart, for it constitutes "the interweaving of discernment, judgment, delib-
eration and actions" (133). Another important feature of this catholic notion of rationality is the 
recognition that rational judgments and choices are always made contextually and fallibly. 
Following Harold Brown, van Huyssteen characterizes a postfoundationalist rationality in 
these words: "Rational judgment in this broader epistemic sense is the ability to evaluate a situation, 
to assess evidence and then come to a responsible and reasonable decision without following any 
preset, modernist rules." This is a rationality characterized by "the kind of epistemic humility that 
goes with all fallibilism," a rationality that recognizes the limitations of the historical and other con-
textual matrices within which rational human beings make judgments and decisions about reality, a 
rationality that relies not on fixed or even sufficient rules or foundations, but upon the conversation 
that exists within a community of discourse in which the "expert deliberation of other people" pro-
vides a means of evaluation and judgment (143-146). 
Postfoundationalist theology, then, like science, relies on a community, a community that con-
verses within itself but also seeks to engage in dialogue across the disciplines. Where can a concep-
tual link be made between the scientific and theological communities in particular that will make 
such an interdisciplinarity possible? The answer in part can be found in Larry Laudan's model of the 
scientific enterprise, which van Huyssteen favors over those of Kuhn and Lakatos, and which he 
believes can serve theology well. Laudan sees problem-solving as the central activity of a research 
tradition, the very role of theory in science. He also notes that scientific problems are fundamen-
tally no different from other kinds of problems and that his view of problem-solving could be 
applied to virtually every mode of intellectual inquiry. Van Huyssteen argues that theology could 
benefit from understanding that the theories and doctrines theologians construct provide answers 
to experiential or intellectual problems. The diverse reasoning strategies of theology and science in 
fact overlap in their respective quests for intelligible problem-solving, sharing as they do cognitive, 
evaluative, and pragmatic resources as well as the "crucial epistemic need" for responsible judg-
ment. The traditional modernist Berlin wall between scientific and non-scientific rationality has 
been breached and demolished by the realization that scientific knowing differs from other kinds of 
knowing only in degree and emphasis. In fact theology and science share the fact that both grapple 
with various kinds of human experience (180). 
Understanding the relationship between rationality and experience, then, becomes crucial to 
constructing a model of rationality that is truly interdisciplinary. The realization that what science 
does is to interpret the world of nature that it observes, and that it does so through a set of theoret-
ical, epistemological and hermeneutical lenses, provides a "commons" on which theology can stand 
with science. We relate to our world through interpreted experience, hence the centrality of the 
rational and relating person. Theology and science each offer alternative interpretations of our 
experience, interpretations, however, that are not conflicting (as is so often asserted or assumed) 
but complementary. Theological reflection and articulation, as Barbour and Murphy have pointed 
out, function much like theory construction in science. The theologian reflects upon the data of 
religious experience (e.g., revelatory experiences, story, ritual), but her interpretation of the data is 
already theory-laden, that is, there is an interplay between the modes of understanding and of inter-
pretation on the one hand, and the data that is being interpreted on the other hand. Just as the phe-
nomena of nature gathered as scientific data are never independent of the theories, paradigms, and 
epistemologies through which scientists interpret them, so also religious experience is never inde-
pendent of belief, concepts, and practices. This means that "even in theology, hermeneutics and 
epistemology will always go together very closely" (192). 
All of this leads to the realization that rationality cannot be located "in a specific genre of dis-
course or reasoning strategy" that affords this genre a claim to unversalism. "A postfoundationalist 
notion of rationality has revealed the richness of our species' most distinguishing survival strategy 
as operative between different modes of knowledge, as lying across diverse reasoning strategies, and 
as performatively present in all the various domains of our lives" (232). The intelligibility of our 
world has come to be recognized as a pluralistic intelligibility, though there are those who seek still 
to unify all knowledge under the hegemony of science. Van Huyssteen offers a trenchant critique of 
E. 0. Wilson's effort, in Consilience, to subsume all human rationality under scientific rationality 
(235-238). In asserting "a totally imperialist, modernist notion of scientific rationality," Wilson 
fails to distinguish in his critique of postmodernist thought between its constructive and decon-
structive forms, and lumps them all together as forms of an incommensurable relativism. However, 
van Huyssteen argues, the solution to the problem of an extreme relativism lies not in attempting to 
recover such a modernism but in recognizing the pluralistic world of human thought we live in and 
finding a rationality and interdisciplinarity that enables our various communities of discourse to 
converse with one another. Given the understanding of rationality van Huyssteen has developed 
here, how, then, may theology understand its place in this pluralistic world? 
First, one must recognize the implications that the emergence of so many new and "local" the-
ologies (e.g., liberation theology, feminist theology, ecotheology) have had for the theological enter-
prise itself. This pluralism has rendered it meaningless to talk of theology as if there is one system, 
one "true" theology. A postfoundationalist understanding of theology avoids this, while enabling all 
of these theologies, through the model of rationality offered here, to engage in a constructive con-
versation that respects the inevitable experiential differences each local theology brings, and the 
way each interprets these experiences. A legitimate pluralism of diversity (Nicholas Rescher) accepts 
this situation and engages in constructive interaction, believing that "coordination and cooperation 
would still be possible-and rational!-even in the face of disagreement over facts and values" 
(271). This same model of constructive interaction allows theology to bring its various voices on to 
the commons of a postfoundationalist rationality where different disciplines may encounter one 
another in interdisciplinary conversation. 
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The adoption of a postfoundationalist rationality and interdisciplinarity poses for Christian 
theology a critical task. Theology must allow itself to be ever self-critical of the traditions it remains 
firmly rooted in and the theories by which it interprets the data of religious experience. At the same 
time it must have the courage to listen seriously to the interpretations of the world offered by other 
communities of discourse, especially the natural sciences, and allow those interpretations consonant 
with the Christian paradigm to become part of the data and the critique of theological reflection. 
Such an approach not only works ultimately to the strength of theology and ensures that theology 
will be a legitimate partner in cross-disciplinary conversation. It also allows theology to challenge 
its other partners to engage in the same critique of their own paradigms, so that all may avoid falling 
back into foundationalist and fideist stances (282-286). 
Such, as best as I can summarize it, is the contribution that J. Wentzel van Huyssteen makes to 
the dialogue between Christian theology and the contemporary sciences in these two works. I cannot 
evaluate his thesis as might a philosopher or a theologian. As a participant in the science and reli-
gion dialogue, however, I share his desire that theology have a respected and influential voice in the 
contemporary conversations over how we the human family will image and understand our world, 
especially in shaping the way we tell the new universe story. So, I was pleased to find that my views 
of critical realism and of science and theology as interpretive communities have been confirmed and 
made more compelling by his carefully developed arguments for postfoundationalism and a broader 
understanding of rationality. The need for serious, open-minded conversations between the com-
munities of Christian theology and the natural sciences has become especially critical in our time. 
Van Huyssteen has provided important concepts of theology and rationality that may help to make 
this conversation more truly interdisciplinary. f 
THIS ENCHANfED GROTTO AND SHADY WOOD 
for John and Nathan 
Trees and rocks, 
vines and deep grass invite us in 
where life waits 
sequestered like a still lake, 
until morning finds us at the portal 
of something other: 
this enchanted grotto 
this shady wood 
where, pilgrims on a misty shore, 
we listen to the heart's yearning 
like a sudden wind of warning 
through the leafless trees-
and step across the threshold of dream 
into the blazing interior. 
J. T. Ledbetter 
Robert Schneider 
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Professor Benne 
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topic of federal 
aid to faith-based 
organizations. 
faith-based organizations as instruments of public policy 
Robert Benne 
When newly elected President Bush made 
clear his intention to make tax dollars available 
to faith-based organizations (including 
churches), the usual suspects stepped forward. 
The ubiquitous Barry Lynn of Americans United 
for Separation of Church and State complained 
that "Bush is proposing an unprecedented pro-
gram of tax support for religion, involving liter-
ally billions in public resources. His plan for 
social services would essentially merge church 
and state into a single bureaucracy that would 
dispense religion alongside assistance to the 
needy." On the other side are those who saw no 
danger to church or state in this new Office of 
Faith-based Action. Louis Sheldon of the Tradi-
tional Values Coalition argued that "there are 
basic services provided by faith-based institutions 
which can be delivered free of any constitutional 
concerns." This is, of course, true if the services 
offered have no sort of religious teaching or prac-
tice connected with them. But aren't serious reli-
gious organizations going to offer services with 
religious meanings deeply involved in them? 
Such a view is offered by Elizabeth Strother, an 
editorial writer of our local newspaper, The 
Roanoke Times. She detects that many, though 
not all, services offered by religious organizations 
are freighted with religious meanings and prac-
tices. In those cases, "the mission and the mes-
sage are one," she writes. "It's not faith-based. 
It's faith." This observation leads her to turn 
against the new Bush initiative because it will 
break through the "thin wall of separation" our 
revered Thomas Jefferson supposedly erected. 
Except for the fevered exaggerations of 
Lynn, perhaps all the points made above are true. 
But where does that leave us? A bit muddled, I 
believe. It would help if we could sort out what 
we mean by faith-based organizations, their 
motives, their acttvtttes, and their effects. It 
seems that faith-based organizations include 
churches (St. Andrew by the gas station) as well 
as the independent or semi-independent organi-
zations (Catholic Charities, Lutheran Social Ser-
vices) associated with them. It also includes orga-
nizations formed by religious people that are 
completely free-standing (Prison Fellowship}. All 
of these examples provide faith-based services. 
But now things get interesting. If we do a 
bit of Aristotelian analysis, we can break their 
work into some useful categories-motive (why 
they do what they do), manner (how they do it}, 
action (the program itself), and results (effects 
on the persons involved in the services). 
Let's start with motive. It is a rare faith-
based agency that does not claim that its motive 
is love of neighbor, one of the great religious 
commandments. Even the more secularized of 
these religious organizations try to seek out per-
sons who have a genuine commitment to help 
those in their care. Most are not reluctant to use 
the rhetoric of obeying and pleasing God by 
serving the needy. (It is interesting that govern-
ment or secular agencies might well want these 
highly-motivated folk, but they would be unable 
to recognize publicly the motives of many of 
their staff. Many schools of social work want 
these sorts of people but will not or cannot rec-
ognize their motives.) Certainly the public 
rehearsal of their religious motivation should 
not disbar faith-based organizations from 
receiving federal funds. 
If there are sufficient numbers of highly 
motivated religious persons in a faith-based 
agency, there should be a difference in the way 
or manner that their services are offered. For one 
thing, such agencies will tend to be more effi-
cient. They can tap into energy that will get 
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more bang for the buck. They also tend to pro-
vide services with less bureaucracy. Religious 
schools generally exemplify these characteris-
tics. Faith-based agencies staffed by highly moti-
vated people will tend to treat their clients or 
patients with more respect, perhaps even love. 
Further, they are more likely to be attentive to 
the whole person-including the emotional and 
spiritual dimensions of the persons served. 
These characteristics deal with the way or 
manner the organization proceeds to offer its 
services. What it offers may be the same service 
or good that secular agencies offer but it may be 
done better, with more efficiency and respect. 
For example, Lutheran Social Services offers 
low-cost, government-subsidized housing for 
the elderly poor in many areas of the country. 
The elderly of modest means are often drawn to 
such housing because the religious agency pro-
vides it with more efficiency, respect, and care. 
It would be difficult to see the constitu-
tional problem involved here. What the religious 
agency is offering is a "secular" service or good 
that non-religious organizations also offer. Per-
haps the religious agency can add another 
dimension to it because of the highly motivated 
and loving persons employed by the agency. 
Why should faith-based organizations of this 
type be barred from government funds? (I cer-
tainly think that some secular agencies may do 
just as well with just as highly motivated people, 
but perhaps general tendencies might favor the 
faith-based organizations.) There are already 
numerous examples of this kind of arrangement 
between local, state, and federal governments 
and faith-based organizations. Catholic Chari-
ties and Lutheran Social Services would have to 
slash their staffs dramatically if government 
funding were withdrawn. Many services to 
needy persons would have to be shifted to sec-
ular agencies. Hundreds of church-related col-
leges offer liberal arts education to students who 
may well be at least partially subsidized by the 
state or national government. If government aid 
to these kinds of faith-based services is what 
President Bush means in his new initiative, it is 
nothing new or pathbreaking. Only obsessional 
separationists like Lynn would and do object. 
This is not to suggest that even this kind of 
public subsidy is without dangers. I see the dan-
gers to the faith-based agency, not to the gov-
ernment or the civil rights of citizens. With gov-
ernment funding inevitably comes some sort of 
regulation. Primarily this has meant regulations 
prohibiting discrimination on the basis of reli-
gion, whose implementation can quickly dilute 
the identity and ethos of the faith-based organi-
zation, if, for example, those organizations are 
required to employ people without faith. Or, 
organizations may be required not to discrimi-
nate for people of the particular faith of the tra-
dition that sponsors the organizations. Such 
regulation may also force faith-based organiza-
tions to hire people whose practices violate the 
moral principles of their faith: witness the pres-
sure put on Catholic social service organizations 
to hire open homosexuals. Further, access to 
government troughs also vitiates the will of 
faith-based agencies and their contributors to 
raise or give away their own money. The pro-
fessionalization made possible and necessary by 
large sums of government money also discour-
ages the use of volunteers in the workings of the 
agencies involved. 
All in all, this arrangement has secularized 
a lot of religious organizations even as it has 
made many services available to a large number 
of people. That secularization is partly the fault 
of the governments involved, but perhaps even 
more the fault of the agencies. Too many lost 
confidence in their own particular gifts and 
obligations as faith-based organizations. The 
fault is equally divided because both government 
and agency have not allowed what the agency 
does as service to be imbued with religious 
meanings and practices. This is the heart of the 
matter. To use our housing example, a serious 
faith-based organization would not only provide 
housing efficiently and respectfully to the elderly 
poor by highly-motivated and loving persons, it 
would provide a chaplaincy and religious pro-
gramming for them. It would provide them 
because it believes that the spiritual dimension 
of the lives of the elderly poor is just as impor-
tant, probably more important, than the mate-
rial conditions in which they live. To use another 
well-known example, the Prison Fellowship 
does not just offer secular services with effi-
ciency and care; it intends to convert prisoners 
to the Christian faith and way of life. The Chris-
tian vision shapes what the agency is offering. 
The what is pervaded by Christian meaning and 
practice. As Strother argued above: "The mis-
sion and the message are one." Why, indeed, 
shouldn't what the faith-based agency offers be 
so pervaded? After all, Christianity, like all the 
world's great religions, bears an account of 
human meaning and flourishing that is compre-
hensive and central. It should indeed shape what 
good or service is being offered. Christians 
believe that receiving the Gospel and living a 
Christian life in response to it is essential for full 
human flourishing. Why wouldn't Christian 
faith-based organizations shape their offerings 
according to this vision? 
Sadly enough, because government insisted 
that the what be non-religious, many faith-based 
organizations secularized themselves by 
importing secular models of understanding and 
practice into their work. Christian homes for 
children changed from bringing up the children 
in the Christian life to using group homes driven 
by the models of behavioral psychology. Chris-
tian social services gave up pastoral care 
approaches for those of social work. Christian 
colleges gave up Christian humanism for 
Enlightenment models of teaching, learning, and 
research. And it is not as if these imports are neu-
tral; most of them are pervaded by a different, if 
not contrasting, view of the world. There are 
some examples of resistance to this self-secular-
ization, but the larger story has been dismal. The 
dangers of government regulation, and of reli-
gious capitulation, are herewith demonstrated. 
Now, if President Bush means in his new 
initiative that what the faith-based organization 
offers can be pervaded by religious meanings 
and practices, then we are in a new ball game. 
Serious religious agencies should participate in 
this initiative only if this provision is enacted. 
They should be able to offer services shaped and 
pervaded by the religious account that their faith 
affirms. If they are not allowed to do this, they 
are on the way to self-secularization, and their 
unique gifts will be lost. The service will be sec-
ularized; it will lose its religious punch. 
But if this stronger version of cooperation 
is what is meant by President Bush, aren't we 
indeed "establishing" religious-based organiza-
tions, against which poor Barry Lynn constantly 
inveighs? This is doubtful, if there are a variety 
of religious and non-religious organizations 
vying for government support. The government 
is just giving a fair shake to religious groups, not 
establishing them. It may not give them prefer-
ential treatment. 
This stronger version will be given even 
stronger support if we add another analytical 
category-results. Isn't the government pri-
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marily interested in the results of the efforts of 
social service agencies-secular and religious 
alike? In efforts at rehabilitation, it wants crimi-
nals to reform their lives and become trust-
worthy citizens. Doesn't Prison Fellowship do 
that? Don't Muslim ministries in prisons do 
that? With regard to housing for the elderly 
poor, doesn't the government want good 
housing and whole person care for its clients? 
Doesn't a full- blown Christian housing ministry 
do that? With regard to higher education, 
doesn't the government want well- and broadly-
educated citizens who have the motivation 
toward service? Don't robust Christian or 
Jewish colleges do that? If effects are the focus 
of government policy, it would seem wise to 
include faith-based organizations even if what 
they are doing is pervaded with religious 
meaning and practice. The what should perhaps 
be subservient to results. The legality of this 
point of view was argued years ago by Philip 
Kurland as part of the larger argument for gov-
ernment support for "mediating institutions" 
put forward by Peter Berger and Richard 
Neuhaus in their book, To Empower People. 
After supporting this strong version of 
cooperation between faith-based agencies and 
government, I end with a few caveats. Govern-
ment must not intervene in what the faith-based 
religious organizations are doing. That is the 
road to secularization of those organizations; it 
would be better for them not to take government 
money. Government should contribute only a 
share of the income of faith-based organizations, 
so that they do not become lazy in cultivating a 
base of private supporters. Government should 
make sure there are alternatives to faith-based 
organizations so that people are not coerced into 
religious practices against their will. Govern-
ment will have to scrutinize the results of the 
work of faith-based organizations, as well as sec-
ular ones. It will have to develop a fairly sharp 
set of criteria so that the results of the work of 
all organizations receiving support will comport 
with the general ideals and values of the Amer-
ican tradition. Young people going through a 
family service agency cannot come out the other 
end as racists or anti-democrats. But if they come 
out as good persons and citizens, what matter to 
the government if they became such through 
Christian or Jewish or Muslim or humanist for-
mation and nurture? f 
THE POEM NO ONE CAN END 
You have been kind, 
even when I have failed, 
when these lines 
refuse to link arms, 
when they lock 
their little teeth into the idea 
and stick 
like a zipper half-way up. 
You avert your eyes. 
You would like to help me 
to change the metaphor, 
to get out gracefully. 
But that's my job. 
The poem seems stuck open 
as if some big zipper 
could not close the sky 
and there is not a thing 
either of us can do 
to shut it. You lean 
dangerously into the wind. 
I hear one of us calling St. Jude, 
the Patron Saint 
Of Lost Causes, 
who drops in. He sits 
on the high rock ledge, 
crosses his knees, 
swings his sandaled foot 
and begins to tell stories 
about third sons 
and vestigial organs 
and the lost hour 
of daylight savings time 
He loves the moment 
before disaster. You can see 
him thinking how to 
turn things around. 
He mentions the throat muscle 
that allowed early primates 
to swallow sunlight 
and says there is just enough 
of the alphabet left, 
even missing the 27th letter, 
(without which no word can be spelled 
that touches on love or meaning) 
for us to escape together. 
And so we jump 
like three parachutists, 
feeling it is a mercy 
to land, even without a poem, 
in the desert 
beside the beautiful footprint 
of a camel who, evidently, 
has just disappeared. 
Jeanne Murray Walker 
Gerald R. McDermott. Jonathan 
Edwards Confronts the Gods. 
New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000. 
The picture that most of us 
have of Jonathan Edwards is of a 
hell-fire preacher and revivalist, a 
key player in the Great Awakening 
in New England during the middle 
years of the eighteenth century. 
Those of a more philosophical or 
theological turn of mind will know 
of Edwards' very considerable abil-
ities in these areas as evidenced in 
his Religious Affections (1746), 
Freedom of the Will (17 54), and The 
Great Christian Doctrine of Orig-
inal Sin (1758). In truth Edwards 
was something of a tragic figure: 
turned out of his congregation in 
Northampton, having to resort to 
preaching to the Indians in Stock-
bridge, dying prematurely of the 
side effects of a smallpox injection. 
What will come as a bit of a sur-
prise to everyone is that Edwards 
was greatly exercised by the 'scandal 
of particularity' . He feared the the-
ological and religious impact of 
deism, of a natural, easy religion 
without revelation, a religion with a 
distaste for dogma and a repudia-
tion of the unique salvific claims of 
Christianity. Very many pages of his 
voluminous unpublished notebooks 
are filled with his wrestlings over 
reason, revelation, and mystery in 
religion, as well as on the nature of 
Islam, Confucianism, the religion 
and religious dispositions of the 
American Indians, and much else. 
In response to the threat of 
deism Edwards made much of the 
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idea that not only is there a divine 
general revelation to all (a com-
monplace of his Reformed back-
ground) but that all nations have 
benefitted to some degree from 
God's special revelation, particu-
larly his revelation through Moses. 
The idea here is that God's revela-
tion to Moses was filtered through 
ancient Greece, to areas of the 
Middle East, even to China and to 
the American Indians, so that there 
are in these regions vestiges of 
God's special revelation. Edwards 
drew on widely-held versions of 
these ideas, the so-called prisca the-
alogia, as propounded for example 
by Theophilus Gale in his monu-
mental The Court of the Gentiles 
(1669-77). 
It may seem from all this as if 
Edwards' particularism, the public 
particularism of the published writ-
ings, ought to be severely qualified 
by more generous views of 'the reli-
gions' expressed in his unpublished 
reflections. But it is at this point 
that Professor McDermott's other-
wise excellent study disappoints by 
· being somewhat misleading. 
For while it is perhaps remark-
able that Edwards, secreted away in 
colonial New England, should have 
been intensely interested in 
'Mahometanism' (though in fact 
there is scarcely anything with reli-
gious implications that he was not 
interested in), there is little evi-
dence that he saw these other reli-
gions as salvific, and definitely not 
Islam. Jonathan Edwards was not, 
privately, a protoypical John Hick. 
However, McDermott's Introduc-
tion gives the impression, both by 
its title ('A Strange, New Edwards') 
and by what he says in it that 
Edwards not only hoped but 
believed that many of the 'heathen' 
would enjoy salvation by virtue of 
being in contact with elements of 
the primary special revelation com-
municated through Moses. McDer-
mott sees an 'extraordinary ten-
sion' (Ch. 7) between Edwards' 
view that the 'heathen' were lost in 
darkness and his belief that they 
may nevertheless have a disposition 
to 'confess Christ'. Of all the evi-
dence that McDermott adduces, 
perhaps the most significant 
chapter is that on the American 
Indians, some of whom Edwards 
knew at first hand as he preached to 
them at Stockbridge. Edwards had 
a protective and supportive attitude 
to the Indians which was somewhat 
unusual for his time and place, and 
he seems to have thought that some 
of them had received a genuine reli-
gious disposition which might 
"benefit their souls" (193 ). 
However, the balance of the 
evidence that McDermott cites for 
Edwards having a more generous 
attitude to other religions than that 
of his Calvinist tradition fails to 
convince. Belief that Melchisedek 
and Cornelius enjoyed salvation 
was a standard view among the 
Reformed, as was the view (among 
some of Edwards' Puritan tradition 
such as Richard Baxter and Isaac 
Watts, each of whom McDermott 
cites), that some among the "hea-
then" were saved. Nor does 
Edwards stray much from Calvin's 
own estimate of the religious value 
of classical culture. McDermott 
fails to notice that the second Hel-
vetic Confession (15 66) states that 
'We know ... that God can illumi-
nate whom and when He will, even 
without the external ministry, for 
that is in his power' (Ch.1). 
Insofar as Edwards believed 
that he saw in some of the Greek 
philosophers a knowledge of the 
Trinity and of Christ's redemption, 
(182) he was not innovating but 
echoing St. Augustine in the City 
of God (Book VIII. Ch.11, for 
example). And since in any case 
Edwards believed that it is possible 
to prove the trinitarian nature of 
God by reason alone (see his Essay 
on the Trinity), references by the 
'heathen' to the Trinity, insofar as 
they exist, would not necessarily be 
evidence for Edwards of their 
dependence on special revelation. 
So there is some exaggeration 
here, some unsupported polarisa-
tion. Nevertheless, there can be no 
doubt that Professor McDermott 
has done a good job in bringing to 
our attention, in a thoroughly 
scholarly way, Edwards' overriding 
concern with the challenge of 
deism, and with his interest in and 
desire to relate and evaluate the 
place of 'the religions' in meeting 
this challenge. 
Paul Helm 
Lisa Barnes Lampman and 
Michelle D. Shattuck, eds. God 
and the Victim: Theological Reflec-
tions on Evil, Victimization, jus-
tice, and Forgiveness. Grand 
Rapids MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2000. 
Living, as we do, sometimes in 
safety and stability and at other 
times unguarded and at risk, our 
existence is a precarious one. We 
plan and labor for stability, 
unmindful, for the moment, of the 
fragility of our lives. Awakening to 
our fragility, we only hope to sur-
vive. One can scarcely imagine a 
more fragile position than that of 
the victim of violence, one who has 
been made ever-mindful of the 
fragility of her life. In addition to 
evoking empathy for such victims, 
this collection of practical and the-
oretical essays offers readers an 
opportunity to think about the 
meaning of human fragility and to 
reflect upon the church's call to 
care for victims of violence. The 
essays were delivered at a confer-
ence sponsored by Neighbors Who 
Care, an evangelical organization 
associated with Chuck Colson's 
Prison Fellowship. The aim of this 
conference was to "mobilize the 
Church," to take practical steps to 
slow down, if not reverse, "our 
deteriorating sense of community," 
particularly focusing on "restoring 
order destroyed by the chaos of 
crime." 
To restore order, the church 
must recognize its unique resources 
for ministering to victims of vio-
lence. Such recognition requires 
serious theological thinking, pro-
vided here in Carl Henry's consid-
eration of crime in "the shadow of 
the cross," in Elizabeth Actemeier's 
survey of victimization and healing 
in Scripture, in Nicholas Wolter-
storff's well-known piece con-
necting justice with shalom, and in 
L. Gregory Jones' essay that makes 
strange the too-familiar doctrine of 
forgiveness. Then, to ensure that 
the theory finds a practice, the col-
lection includes more practical 
essays and a study guide. 
The two most richly sugges-
tive pieces are Miroslav Volf's 
"Original Crime, Primal Care," 
which is a reading of the story of 
Cain and Abel, and Howard 
Zehr's "Restoring Justice." The 
double entendre in Zehr's title is 
important. The task of the church 
is to restore justice in the lives of 
victims by paying attention to how 
justice may be restorative. This 
essay is particularly rich when 
viewed as a practical sequel to Alas-
clair Macintyre's famous thesis in 
After Virtue (1981) that contempo-
rary culture is now caught in a state 
of moral fragmentation. This frag-
mentation, Macintyre argues, is the 
exhausted remains of the moral 
reserves that once sustained the 
bonds of marital, cultural, and 
political community. Absent these 
thicker, richer moral frameworks, 
we become enslaved to the passions 
of the most powerful, or enslaved 
to our own most powerful passions. 
Power reigns with no unified vision 
of what is good and with no 
coherent values of the good to hold 
power in check. Any solution a 
morally fragmented culture con-
trives to limit and constrain the 
reign of power must itself be frag-
mented. That fragmentation is 
expressed in the arbitrary and 
apparently irrational deliverances 
of our judicial system. Hence, we 
find the same criminal justice 
system now administering justice 
without mercy, and then mercy 
without justice. 
Zehr provides us with a 
poignant example of this fragmen-
tation evident in the criminal justice 
system. He wonders why the sur-
vivors of the Oklahoma City 
bombing were excluded from the 
courtroom except when testifying 
until they made special appeal to 
Congress. What is it about the legal 
system that will not admit the vic-
tims of violence into its legal pro-
ceedings? When they have a voice 
at all, the victims are not recognized 
as victims, but must rather wear the 
mask of witnesses, and can only tell 
their story under the muted and 
tightly controlled protocol of the 
courtroom. The victims' victimiza-
tion, which was initiated by the 
criminal's violation of their person-
hood, is perpetuated by a legal 
system that fails to recognize that 
violence has changed the victim's 
identity. "The victim," Zehr states, 
"is legally on the sidelines, called in 
primarily when needed as a witness 
or when mandated by special legis-
lation. Victims are not intrinsic to 
justice as we know it" (134). 
Reducing victims to mere witnesses 
is an identity-denying fiction; it 
makes believe that the victim 
merely viewed the violence and 
denies that she is an unwilling par-
ticipant in the violence. This failure 
to recognize the victim produces a 
kind of 'no fault' violence where 
the distinction between perpetra-
tors and victims increasingly van-
ishes. Restorative justice requires 
that this distinction be clear. 
Justice requires that we recog-
nize the victim, but how is such 
recognition achieved? Miroslav 
Volf's reading of the first fratricide 
offers a solution to this problem of 
recognition of the victim. 
According to Vol£, the recognition 
of Abel as victim is central to God's 
restoration of justice. Cain's vio-
lence begins with his recognition of 
Abel as rival rather than brother. 
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His failure to rightly recognize Abel 
is evident in his response to the 
divine question "Where is your 
brother Abel?" He denies knowing 
where Abel is, and he denies his 
moral responsibility for him. God 
abruptly puts an end to the denial 
by posing a question that speaks an 
angry judgment, "What have you 
done?" Vol£ states "Here we learn 
why God kept asking Cain ques-
tions. Yahweh, the God who hears 
the groans of the oppressed, saw 
the murder coming and warned 
against it; God, who attends to the 
harassed and brutalized, heard the 
innocent blood cry out and judged 
the perpetrator" (30). How does 
God care for the victim? First, by 
giving voice to Abel, which forces 
Cain to bear the full weight of the 
suffering he has perpetrated. God's 
question is the nascent sign that jus-
tice must be more than punitive. 
Were justice merely punitive, it 
would not be necessary to confront 
Cain with the gravity of his crime. 
That God patiently addresses 
Cain with questions is a sign that 
God intends something more than 
punishment. Vol£ states that God 
"does not give up on criminals. He 
seeks to bring them to recognize the 
gravity of their deeds. And even in 
punishment, God does not cease to 
extend grace. The mark He placed 
on Cain's forehead is a reminder 
that no crime imaginable could 
exclude the perpetrator from God's 
care"(33). Cain's restoration 
requires that he recognize his bru-
tality by recognizing his brother as 
victim. Though Abel is not present, 
God voices the cries of his blood 
from the ground. Cain thinks that 
the victim's voice calls for revenge, 
whereas it actually points toward 
reconciliation. Of the many things 
to be said about reconciliation, the 
most crucial element is, thus, how 
does reconciliation reverse the 
first violence? As Cain's agency 
creates a victim, Abel's voice initi-
ates the restoration. How can such 
a reversal be presently effected? 
Zehr's argument that reconcili-
ation is an important way to 
empower victims is instructive. He 
argues that the problem of violence 
is not that it breaks the law but that 
it violates the personhood of 
another. It steals from the victim 
her life and forcefully places an act 
of violence as the central theme of 
her existence. The fragility exposed 
by uninvited violence displaces the 
security of stability in life. Zehr 
identifies a program that is effective 
in restoring a sense of order for the 
victim: the Victim-Offender Recon-
ciliation Program. In this meeting 
of victims with perpetrators, an 
opportunity is given for the victims 
to "express their feelings, to tell 
their stories, to ask their questions, 
and to arrange for restitution for 
the wrong. Offenders are encour-
aged ... to take responsibility and 
try to make things as right as pos-
sible" (14 7). According to the testi-
mony of victims, they feel empow-
ered and vindicated by this process, 
"fears are reduced, questions are 
answered, and healing is facili-
tated." The victim, once under the 
power of the perpetrator, now 
stands over the perpetrator, binding 
him to or loosing him from his vio-
lent act. 
Real justice for victims cannot 
finally be entrusted to a system that 
is itself produced and sustained by 
a morally fragmented culture. In 
such a context, healing and restora-
tion necessarily must be counter-
cultural and, at least to these 
writers, that countercultural com-
munity is the church. What 
remains to be seen is whether the 
church will hear this call. 
David Weber 
COAXING THE MUSE BESIDE THE CAM 
Now, with all the components here for a perfect 
Composition: sun on the punter drifting by, 
His flower-hatted maiden training fingers 
Like a Jamesian tableau; sun on the green, 
The gates, the granite halls; sun warming me 
Benched waterside-and with my sorrow still 
So new, calling for words to name and re-name 
Him gone, the steady ache of grief's persuasion 
To create a mourning song, his song of songs: 
Now, no words come. Beyond their reach, 
He is snugged in the moss of stones, 
In the green of lawns, in the wind, the sun, 
The baroque scroll of bronze bridging the Cam, 
The meditative dip and turn of swans. 
Nancy Westerfield 
on covers-
More than any other photographer, Ansel Adams demonstrated that photographs may aspire to the stature of 
grandeur. Whether it is the iconic face of Yosemite's Half Dome, on the back cover, or the continental narrative of 
Clearing Winter Storm, on the front. the meticulous detail and stunning clarity of Adams' signature works seem as big, 
as epic. as commanding as anything Frederic Church or Thomas Cole ever painted. 
If popular approval counts for anything, it is worth noting that the photographs of Ansel Adams have enjoyed a 
secure place in the canon of popular American imagery since their appearance. This is meaningful because the visual 
archetypes of the American imagination and collective memory gravitate toward the sublime and monumental: think of 
Mount Rushmore, Paul Bunyan and Babe, the Statue of Liberty, the Saint Louis Arch, or the Washington Monument. Big 
things that invite pilgrimage and postcards. Such monuments aspire to the scale (if not the size) of Niagara Falls or the 
Grand Canyon. Americans trust immensity because they still want to regard it as the imprint or imprimatur of Provi-
dence. The task of collective memory seems deeply invested in scaling up. Perhaps that is because the colossal is that 
which lasts over time and serves therefore as the intimation of a will whose inclination is best discerned over time. The 
colossal monument stands between the human and the infinite. 
Americans have often regarded the landscape as infused with significance, a kind of physical epistle from God to 
the nation. What do "amber waves of grain" and "fruited plain" and "purple mountains' majesty" mean? They recall the 
biblical theme of a land of milk and honey set aside specially by the Lord for his chosen people. America as the New 
Canaan sees embedded in the mighty size and breadth of the landscape the traces of divine intent, a providential 
endorsement. The awesome features of the land are perennial occasions of remembrance. 
What do Adams' subjects seek to remember? The crags and moons and yawning valleys, the lakes and the clouds 
and the glaciers seem to register in their size and antiquity some sort of awful gesture, the trace of something before 
us, an agency whose age and power dwarf ours, yet which presents itself for our transfixed gaze. In 1890, Yosemite 
National Park was set aside at a moment in national life when preserving the wilderness became a way of preserving the 
nation and its divine mandate. For many, but by no means all Americans, the park both preserves and monumentalizes 
nature as a kind of divine footprint, the primordial and therefore untrammeled condition of the land, the result of God's 
handiwork made into a national pilgrimage site for Americans to maintain a vision of their "native land." It is a national 
manner of reading-and, therefore, remembering-identity into the landscape. Adams' imagery assists in the dissemi-
nation of this visual literacy and the observance of this national cult of nature. Or not of nature, in fact, but of the 
nation itself, which nature serves as a totem. 
Of course, that's not the only way to view his work. Indeed, his images might even be regarded as an antidote to 
American kitsch. Whereas American tourism fixes on commodified versions of the spectacularly big as an affirmation of 
the national mythos, using the colossal to re-fashion the size and antiquity of the landscape into familiar signage, the 
photographs of Ansel Adams have a power to estrange their subjects as well as those who look at them. In another 
image currently on view in the Brauer's exhibition, "Ansel Adams' Legacy" (through June 10), Moon and Half Dome 
(1960), we peer into the rarefied space that joins Half Dome and the moon in a single, gray landscape where humans 
have no purchase whatsoever. Indeed, humans never appear in Adams' nature work. Yet we are somehow implied, 
though as an absence, in the impersonal, even depersonalizing mechanics of the sublime. We are that disembodied eye 
that is in danger of losing its place in a cold, airless landscape that might almost be lunar. The closest thing to a face 
in Moon and Half Dome is glimpsed in the shadowy features of the moon. Perhaps, we wonder, this is not our world. 
Nature itself is not our totem, is not an image of, for, or about us. 
Yet one returns again and again to the nature photographs of Ansel Adams. Why? Do we enjoy looking at the 
human absence? Why is the sublime, that which annihilates humanity, so fascinating? Adams had an unerring knack for 
catching the wonderful in nature, that which astonishes not merely for its size, but disturbs and amazes by virtue of 
the sheer fact that it exists. He translated its stark "thereness" into infinite detail and depth of field and a haunting 
clarity of dark and light. By careful framing, he composed images that seem more real than life, evoking a kind of 
archetypal essence. Looking at them, staring usually, we seem to see more than a picture is prepared to show us. His 
prints have the infinitesimal detail and tonal range of daguerreotypes as well as the same sort of ghostly hyper-reality. 
Inky-black shadows are captured alive as they creep across the surfaces of things. The effect is mesmerizing. One wants 
to stand there, very still, and become absorbed in a tiny, vast world. 
Monolith, Face of Half Dome, created in 1927, a print of which belongs to the Brauer, is almost disorienting (see 
back cover). The face of the thrusting mass of granite vacillates between the organic texture of tree bark and thrusting 
bands of rock that tower above the valley. The microscopic resolution of something so massive is jolting. The looming 
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presence of Half Dome testifies to the ancient might that drove it upward. The sublime that terrifies while beckoning 
the human viewer may be so enthralling because it seems to be a glimpse of the terrible otherness of God, which 
cannot appear to us without announcing our mortality. As Jahweh put it to a beseeching Moses, "You cannot see my 
face; no one shall see me and live" (Exodus 33: 20). 
A different visual rhetoric is at work in Clearing Winter Storm (front cover), where time is not fossilized, but cap-
tured as a fleeting moment, as the aftermath of a storm that withdraws. With this theatricality, Adams betrays a debt 
to a national imagination that humanizes this image. The sense of time and the treatment of the land as an earthly 
stage transforms the American landscape into a theatrical scene. This image recalls different paintings of Yosemite and 
the Rockies by nineteenth-century artist Albert Bierstadt, whose large works inspired Adams' visual imagination (see, 
for instance, Bierstadt's Storm in the Rocky Mountains- Mount Rosalie, 1866). In Clearing Winter Storm, art imitates art 
as it imitates nature. This portrayal of landscape deftly transforms it into Nature, a leading protagonist in the American 
epic. If we see it take the stage in Clearing Winter Storm, we might balance its patriotic speech with the rude diction 




recently retired from his position as Professor of the History and Philosophy of Religion, King's College, London, is 
author of numerous books in philosophy of religion including, early in his career, an edition of Jonathan Edwards' 
Treatise on Grace, and, most recently, Faith with Reason (Oxford, 2000). 
David Weber 
teaches in the Department of Theology at VU . 
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Sherry Elmer 
is currently writing her first novel, and teaches poetry writing for seniors in Kaukauna WI. Her poems have 
appeared in Wisconsin Academy Review, U.S. Catholic, Fox Cry Review and others. 
Linda Goodman Robiner 
is a widely published poet, has taught at various colleges in the Cleveland area, and has a chapbook with 
Pudding House Publications, Reverse Fairytales. 
Paul Willis 
teaches at Westmont College in Santa Barbara, California. In addition to his work as a professor of English, he 
has also published a chapbook of nature poems, Poison Oak (Millie Grazie Press, 1999), and an essay in The Best 
Spiritual Writing of 1999 (Harper San Francisco) . 
J.T. Ledbetter 
has appeared recently in Atlanta Review, Laurel Review, Nimrod, and Poetry, among others, and teaches at 
California Lutheran University. 
Jeanne Murray Walker 
has recently been named a Pew Fellow in the Arts, an honor that comes with a $50,000 stipend. Her latest 
book of poems, Gaining Time, has been published by Copper Beech Press. 
Nancy Westerfield 
works in Kearney, NE, and writes that her work has recently appeared in Wascana Review, Red Rock Review, 
Theology Today, with fiction forthcoming in Palo Alto Review. 
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